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ABSTRACT 
 
This  thesis  is  both  a  record  of  a  personal  journey  and  a  social  science 
treatise.  It is set in the context of rising public awareness that we live on a 
finite planet facing potentially devastating environmental problems.  The 
need for widespread changes in Western lifestyles and the search for ways 
to achieve such change prompted the research. 
  The study is holistic in approach and uses the methodological device 
of  the  case  study  to  focus  on  the  issues.    The  ‘case’  –  the  Permaculture 
Association of Western Australia (PAWA) – is an organisation devoted to 
promoting lifestyles which care for the earth while at the same time caring 
for people.  A statistical comparison of members of the Association with the 
general state population showed them to be fairly typical on a number of 
key demographic features. 
  As  a  focal  point  and  a  representative  sample,  members  of  the 
Association and their activities were studied using various methods.  These 
included:  participant  observation  (including  experiential  insights  and  a 
form  of  action  research),  responses  from  a  survey  of  members,  and 
documentary  information  from  permaculture  publications  and  general 
research literature. 
  Findings highlighted the comprehensive nature of the environmental 
problem,  and  the  many  factors  involved  in  developing  an  ecologically  
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sustainable society.  The importance of community interaction in promoting 
the level of change required, was emphasised, as was the effect of informal 
education in leading to changes in attitudes and values.  New experiences 
with nature and natural processes and cooperative encounters with other 
people  were  shown  to  be  crucial  in  developing  new  attitudes  and 
satisfactions. 
  The changes required – and desired by people with new values – are 
set in the context of an economic system committed to continuous growth 
and  an  ever-rising  standard  of  living.    The  dominance  of  the  market 
economy  affords  limited  opportunities  for  people  to  live  simpler,  less 
materialistic lives, and this points to the need for new economic institutions.  
In  particular,  it  is  argued  that  a  revitalised  reciprocal  economy  as  a 
supplement  to  the  market  economy  and  the  distributive  economy,  would 
greatly assist efforts to create a more sustainable society.  Examples are 
given of various innovative economic endeavours pursued by members of 
the  Association  and  related  groups,  including  a  detailed  analysis  of  the 
Local Exchange and Trading System (LETS) initiated by PAWA members 
during the period of study. 
  The study concludes that the kind of changes required must emanate 
from individuals and non government organisations at the grass roots in the 
first instance, but that governing authorities could assist where required 
with enabling legislation or regulatory change. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction and Context of Study 
Focus of Study 
This is a study about the need for change in the lifestyles of people in the 
developed countries of the world if the present rate of environmental and 
social  deterioration  is  to  be  arrested.    Much  has  been  written  about  the 
characteristics our populations will need to cultivate if ecological limits are 
to  be  respected.    But  scholarly  studies  tend  to  be  rather  abstract  and 
general, and there is little guidance for individuals and groups wishing to 
support the change process.  The practical knowledge of how change can be 
generated – which is what many writers believe was missing in the drive for 
a sustainable society1 – is what this study seeks to obtain.   
This  case  study  approach  is  used  to  fill  some  of  the  gaps  in  our 
knowledge about how to go about lessening our impact on the planet while 
at the same time fashioning a more satisfying life for ourselves.  The aim of 
the study is to identify the practices and processes which facilitate social 
change, particularly those practices which lead to alterations in the way we 
relate  to  the  natural  world  and  to  each  other.    Although  the  focus  is  on 
individual and group change, it is recognised that institutional changes are 
also required to promote the transition to sustainable lifestyles. 
                                                 
1 A sustainable society is one which cares for the natural resources on which its people 
depend,  to  the  extent  that  the  society  and  its  culture  may  continue  indefinitely,  and 
sustainable lifestyles are patterns of living which enable this outcome.   
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Special Features of the Study 
Over twenty years ago Ivan Illich2 (1973) complained that most research in 
society was directed either to the production of new goods and services, or to 
offsetting  the  ill-effects  of  manufactured  products  so  as  to  ensure  the 
continued ability of humans to consume.  In the late twentieth century, the 
doctrine  of  economic  rationalism  has  ensured  that  this  position  has  not 
changed.    Even  the  universities  are  now  subject  to  the  imposition  of 
commercial  values  on  their  endeavours,  which  reduces  their  capacity  to 
provide social and moral regeneration (Coombs, 1990:11-13).   
In  this  situation,  Illich’s  contention  that  research  was  needed  to 
counter this trend is even more cogent.  He advocated a form of research 
which he referred to as ‘counter-foil’ research.  Such research would have 
two major tasks.  The first was to provide guidelines to identify the stage at 
which a particular technology or social process (a cultural ‘tool’) was getting 
out of hand and beginning to contribute to social problems, and the second 
was to produce tools and tool-systems which could be controlled by humans 
and effectively employed to foster convivial relations in society (1973:77). 
The term ‘convivial’ is not often used, but it is an apt concept for the 
kind  of  society  that  respects  both  people  and  the  earth.    The  Macquarie 
                                                 
2 Illich has been described as a cultural revolutionary and has been criticised for selective 
use  of  evidence  to  support  his  contention  that  the  effects  on  society  of  institutions  and 
bureauracracies  are  always  negative.    Critics  cite  his  seeming  inability  to  perceive  the 
liberating  and  humanising  effects  of  modernity  and  the  absence  of  an  alternative  plan 
capable of being realised in today’s world.  These accusations have some justification; it may 
be that the main value of his work lies in the very intemperance of his views.  For example, 
I  found  his  radical  ideas  about  the  way  we  satisfy  social  needs  both  stimulating  and 
provocative and acknowledge his influence on this study. 
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Dictionary (1981) defines it in celebratory terms such as ‘agreeable, sociable 
and festive,’ while Illich uses the term more broadly to refer to the ethical 
quality  of  the  relationships  between  people  which  develop  when 
interdependency and creative freedom in everyday life is encouraged in a 
society (1973:11). 
This study is intended to contribute to counter-foil research.  As Illich 
says, this form of research is not a new branch of science, nor does it refer to 
interdisciplinary projects.  It is, rather, research in which the analyst stands 
back  and  observes  human  beings  in  their  daily  living  and  notes  the 
technologies they use and the ends they serve.  The researcher observes the 
patterns of interaction in which individuals engage to achieve their purposes 
and above all, actively seeks to discern whether the relationships between 
all these elements serve to enhance vitality and well-being at all levels of 
community. 
The present study aims to find everyday tools which can be used and 
shared  with  others,  to  replace  those  which  have  led  to  environmental 
degradation  and  social  deterioration.    The  tools  sought  here  are  basic 
experiences and practices which people have never had or have forgotten, 
which  would  lead  not  only  to  healing  the  earth  and  protecting  natural 
systems, but also to a resurgence of community spirit in human populations. 
The  search  for  convivial  tools  in  this  research  has  necessitated  a 
constant  movement  between  prosaic,  everyday  practices  and  experiences 
and  quite  lofty  visions  and  ideals.    This  process  illustrates  the  close 
interrelationship  between  being  and  doing,  between  thinking  and  acting,  
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which Marx identified as the key to understanding society (in Caute (ed.) 
1967:41-43).    According  to  Marx,  a  merely  abstract  idea  of  social  reality 
ignored the practices which brought it into being and gave no hints as to 
how  it  might  be  changed.    When  the  interplay  between  thought, 
environment and activity, i.e. praxis, was focussed on, the requirements for 
change  became  apparent.    What  was  needed  was  a  ‘practical-critical’ 
activity,  Marx  believed,  which  changed  the  material  conditions  of  the 
undesirable  situations  and  the  way  in  which  people  thought  about  them 
(Suchting, 1979). 
Marx’s insight is very relevant to the environmental debate.  It is one 
thing to berate the population for depleting resources through consumerism; 
it is quite another to recognise the social practices which bring about that 
behaviour.    Genuine  criticism  must  go  beyond  the  ‘superstructure’  of 
abstract  ideas  to  the  base  level  of  actual  everyday  practices  (Suchting, 
1979:18).  In regard to water resources, for example, we might then re-think 
the wisdom of nurturing English-style gardens in the driest continent on 
earth.  An emphasis on praxis puts responsibility on we human beings for 
the world we have brought into being and the ideas we hold about it.   
The demands of praxis also put responsibility on researchers to raise 
the alarm when tools and practices are seen to be out of control, when they 
are directing human decision-making rather than serving human purposes.  
This  responsibility  includes  the  search  for  and  development  of  new  tools 
which are more suited to generating conviviality.  
  6 
Organisation of Thesis 
The thesis is divided into six parts: 
Part I - the Study Context and Preparation of Project consists of two 
chapters.    The  first  chapter  places  the  study  in  context  by  outlining  the 
environmental and social problems which make social change imperative.  
Chapter two clarifies the nature of the problem and identifies the gaps in 
our knowledge.  Details are given about the selection of the organisation 
which provided a vantage point from which to explore the issues. 
Part II - Methodology and Study Sample consists of three chapters.  The 
first  of  these  focuses  on  methodology  and  argues  the  merits  of  holistic 
interdisciplinary research in the examination of complex issues.  Chapter 
four  gives  details  about  the  various  methods  used  in  the  research,  while 
chapter  five  provides  information  about  the  characteristics  of  the  study 
population. 
Part  III  -  The  Role  of  Community  in  Promoting  Social  and 
Ecological Sustainablity begins the analysis of the study material and 
includes  four  chapters.    Chapter  6  explores  the  concept  of  community.  
Chapter 7 continues this discussion by examining the concept of community 
as  understood  by  members  of  the  study  sample  and  analyses  the 
implications  of  this  understanding  for  sustainability.    Chapter  8  relates 
these  ideas  to  the  community  culture  existing  in  the  organisation,  and 
Chapter 9 discusses the reasons for some discrepancies between this culture 
and members’ ideas about it.  
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Part IV - The Processes by Which Change is Brought About Through 
Community  continues  the  analysis  by  focussing  on  the  content  of 
community relations.  It consists of six chapters.  Chapter 10 discusses the 
importance of informal education as a tool for change, while Chapters 11-13 
discuss  the  role  of  new  ideas,  new  experiences,  and  new  values  in  this 
process.    Chapter  14  discusses  the  outcome  of  all  this  –  namely,  new 
satisfactions,  and  suggests  that  these  could  be  consciously  employed  by 
authorities to gain support for new policies. 
Part  V  -  Community  and  the  Change  Process:  the  Need  for  New 
Economic Institutions contains two chapters.  This section moves away 
from  the  individual  level  to  the  organisational  level  of  society  and 
emphasises the need for institutional change to support individual change.  
Chapter 15 argues the importance of social and economic innovations and 
gives examples of new economic projects.  The final chapter discusses the 
advantages of the group barter system operating in the study organisation 
and advocates the development of a dual economy. 
Part VI consists of the Summary and Conclusions.  This section draws 
the various threads together and relates the findings to a Canadian study in 
the  early  twentieth  century  which  also  focussed  on  social  change.  
Recommendations are replaced by the general observation that governments 
can facilitate social change most effectively by supporting citizen-initiated 
change.  
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The Study Context - A Planet in Crisis3 
The  context  of  this  study  is  a  planet  in  crisis  -  a  crisis  which  has  been 
perceived  as  the  outcome  of  a  range  of  seemingly  unconnected  crises. 
Regarding  environmental  problems,  these  include  climate  change,  ozone 
depletion, deforestation, species extinction, land degradation, loss of fertile 
soil, atmospheric pollution, land pollution, and persistent chemicals in the 
environment  that  disrupt  the  endocrine  system4  (Daly  &  Cobb,  1989, 
Watson,  1999:2).    In  the  social  sphere,  the  breakdown  of  community, 
increased  crime  rates,  and  worries  about  employment  have  resulted  in  a 
declining  quality  of  life,  while  the  more  distant  problems  of  Third  World 
poverty and the continuing threat of war, add to the general level of anxiety 
existing in modern society (Trainer, 1985:Ch. 9).   
  Consultant,  Michael  Jacobs,  sought  to  clarify  the  nature  of  the 
environmental problem by identifying the three principal functions of the 
biosphere.    These  involve  the  provision  of  resources  –  renewable,  non-
renewable,  and  continuing  (sun,  wind  energy,  gravity  and  geothermal 
energy),  the  assimilation  of  waste  products,  and  the  provision  of 
                                                 
3 This chapter does not attempt to provide a complete survey of the literature related to the 
social aspects of sustainable development.  The mass of material that would need to have 
been covered to do justice to the range of disciplines involved, and the sheer size of the 
resulting  document,  ruled  out  this  option.    Instead  of  a  general  survey,  this  chapter 
presents a series of generalisations from selected authors as a prologue to the study.  These 
generalisations  provide  a  context  for  the  empirical  research  which  follows.    The  topics 
mentioned in the prologue are again discussed in connection with research findings, and 
here conclusions drawn are supported by observations and measurements.  
 
4 Organochlorine pesticides such as DDT, chemicals from plastics such as nonylphenol and 
phthallates,  and  heavy  metals  such  as  cadmium,  are  pollutants  which  have  become 
virtually universal and it is almost impossible to avoid them.  All of them can function as 
‘oestrogen  mimickers’  and  they  disrupt  the  hormone  system  by  attaching  themselves  to 
oestrogen receptors in the body.  Organochlorine pesticides have also been proven to cause 
cancer, and cadmium, which is found in food grown with superphosphates, has been linked 
with increased deposition of cholesterol in coronary arteries.  Information from Raymont, 
W.D. (1997, 1998).   
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environmental amenities (such as space, natural objects to study) and life 
support services (such as genetic diversity, composition of the atmosphere, 
regulation of climate and the stability of ecosystems).  Jacobs concluded that 
the environmental crisis was a crisis of all three functions of the biosphere 
(1991:3).  
He  and  other  concerned  scholars  agree  that  all  the  environmental 
problems  are  connected  and  related  to  one  central  underlying  fact.    In  a 
nutshell, the fact is the scale of human activity relative to the biosphere has 
now  grown  too  large  (Daly  &  Cobb,  1989:2).    The  human  population 
currently  numbers  almost  six  billion  and  the  current  United  Nations 
projections suggest a population of nearly nine billion by 2030 (Brown et al., 
1990:175).  There simply are too many of us for the earth to sustain.   
But the sheer number of humans is only part of the problem.  Not all 
people have the same access as others do to the goods of this world.  The 
wealthiest fifth of humanity (which includes Australians) uses resources at a 
rate per head about fifteen times those of people in Third World countries.  
The powerful tools, both technical and organisational, used by the economies 
of industrialised societies have had the effect of degrading the environment 
while  producing  goods  in  unprecendented  number,  quality  and  variety 
(Illich, 1973).  At the same time, many of the people in these countries are 
unable to share in this bounty because they lack the financial resources to 
do so.  The solution adopted by rulers in the developed countries is to crank 
up the industrial machine so that it produces even more goods and services, 
in  the  belief  that  growth  in  economic  activity  will  enable  more  people  to  
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participate in production and consumption.  However, because of the way 
financial  systems  are  structured,  it  is  still  often  cheaper  to  use  raw 
materials for production rather than to collect and re-use old goods, and it is 
more  efficient  in  cost-saving  terms  to  use  machines  rather  than  human 
labour to do much of the work.  As a result, a prominent feature of modern 
growth  economies  is  the  over-use  of  material  resources,  coupled  with  an 
under-use of human resources and subsequent high levels of unemployment.   
But despite clear evidence of the environmental and social problems 
caused by our economic arrangements, economic policy has remained largely 
unaffected (Jacobs, 1991:xiii).  The reason for this, Jacobs concluded, was 
that  environmental  degradation  was  not  an  incidental  consequence  of 
economic activity, but a central feature of the ways in which production and 
consumption  are  currently  organised.    Sociologist  Ted  Trainer  (1985:xi, 
1998)  links  this  economic  organisation  to  the  determination  of  people  in 
wealthy countries to pursue affluence and economic growth in a context of 
limited resources.  
The Effect of Lifestyle on Resource Use 
To determine the effect of lifestyle on use of resources, Alan Durning of the 
World Watch Institute, examined consumption patterns around the world 
for  three  of  the  most  ecologically  important  types  of  consumption  – 
transportation, diet, and use of raw materials.  His comparison revealed that 
the one billion meat-eaters, car-drivers, and throw-away consumers, were 
responsible for most of the damage to common global resources (Durning, 
1991:156).    So  it  is  not  surprising  that  the  Ehrlichs  &  Daily  (1995:120).  
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argue for population reduction policies in industrialised countries as well as 
in the Third World.  As they say, ‘every birth averted in a rich country helps 
preserve Earth’s life-support systems roughly seven times as effectively as 
one averted in a less developed country’.5   The new concept of ‘Ecological 
Footprinting’  developed  by  William  Rees  and  Mathis  Wackernagel  at  the 
University of British Columbia (1995) has provided a useful tool to make 
comparisons  of  the  amount  of  energy  and  resources  consumed  by  a 
particular lifestyle.  The concept will be discussed in Chapter 16. 
Meanwhile,  according  to  Durning,  the  appetite  for  wood  in  wealthy 
countries is a driving force in the destruction of the tropical rainforests with 
the  resulting  extinction  of  countless  species.    Over  the  past  century,  the 
economies of the wealthiest fifth of humanity have pumped out two-thirds of 
the greenhouse gases that threaten the earth’s climate and each year their 
energy-use releases about three-quarters of the sulphur and nitrogen oxides 
that cause acid rain.6  Industries in these countries generate most of the 
world’s  hazardous  chemical  wastes,  and  their  air  conditioners,  aerosol 
                                                 
5 E h r l i c h  a n d  o t h e r s  h a v e  b e e n  c r i t i s e d  f o r  m a k i n g  e x t r e m e  s t a t e m e n t s  a b o u t  
environmental  limits.    For  example,  Mellanby  (1995:639)  observes  that,  contrary  to 
Ehrlich’s 1969 prediction, life in the oceans was not all dead by the 1980s.  The problem 
seems to lie in the nature of future predictions, but it also reflects personal perspectives.  
Optimists such as Julian Simon (1995) prefer to collect figures which show that human 
well-being  has  generally  improved  over  the  course  of  history.    Simon  (1995:643-647) 
confidently predicts that, barring global war or political upheaval, the quality of life will 
continue to improve indefinitely as a result of scientific progress.  He says there will never 
be  problems  of  ‘over-consumption’  and  raw  material  shortages  that  technology  will  be 
unable  to  deal  with.    As  far  as  social  problems  are  concerned,  Simon  asserts  that  the 
historical record shows that ‘people will change their behaviour when changing conditions 
give them strong incentives to do so, but only then’.  Ironically, Simon fails to appreciate 
that ‘extreme statements’ from concerned ecologists help to create the conditions that alert 
populations of the need for changed behaviour, thereby averting the worst predictions. 
 
6 Durning focussed on the United States, but his survey found parallel trends in Japan and 
Western Europe (1991:154/5).  Australia, of course, also belongs with the wealthiest fifth of 
humanity.  
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sprays, and factories release almost 90 per cent of the chlorofluorocarbons 
that destroy the earth’s protective ozone layer (Durning, 1991:156). 
In wealthy countries, systems supplying food, water, energy, sewerage 
services,  housing  and  other  goods  are  extremely  expensive  and  the 
characteristic way of life is based on much unnecessary consumption and 
waste (Trainer, 1985:1).  At the same time, many of the less fortunate four-
fifths of the world’s population face crippling poverty.  The attempts of these 
people to survive leads to overuse of marginal lands, poor education, poor 
health  practices  and  a  high  reproduction  rate  which  threatens  the 
environment  even  more.7    In  the  past,  when  populations  outgrew  their 
homelands,  people  simply  migrated  to  new  areas,  but  that  option  is  no 
longer open in the over-crowded modern world (Hughes, 1991:10).  In any 
event, world population by itself is not the issue; it is ‘the number of people 
relative  to  the  resources  needed  to  sustain  them  and  to  the  capacity  of 
environmental systems to absorb and recycle human wastes,’ that we need 
to pay attention to, according to Ornstein & Ehrlich (1989:244).  They go on 
to  say  that  we  need  to  be  aware  that  the  earth  can  support  many  more 
people  living  at  subsistence  levels  than,  for  example,  the  extravagant 
lifestyles of Hollywood stars. 
Trainer examined the evidence concerning resource supplies and how 
long we could expect them to last.  He concluded that there was ‘little doubt 
that it will not be possible for all people to live at anything like the material 
living standards characteristic of the developed countries today, let alone 
                                                 
7 Reported in ‘Earth 2000’ supplement, p 2, The West Australian (1994), March 7.  
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those they are likely to rise to if present growth trends continue’ (Trainer, 
1985:63).  And as the quotation from Durning earlier made clear, ‘even the 
one billion profligate consumers the world presently supports are too much 
for the earth’ (Durning, 1991:156).  It is apparent, given the relatively small 
numbers of people in the developed countries, that over-consumption is the 
main problem.  But Trainer reminds us that it is almost impossible for us to 
cut down on consumption.  Our economy is organised in such a way that 
only continual growth can maintain its health and forestall collapse and the 
social  consequences  of  massive  unemployment.    He  argues  that  we  are 
obliged to maintain affluent and wasteful lifestyles in order to maintain the 
‘health’ of the economy (Trainer, 1985:37).   
The Effect of Lifestyle on Social Relations 
At  the  same  time,  social  discontent  is  rising  in  western  industrialised 
countries.    Even  well-off  people  often  find  modern  life  strangely 
unsatisfying;  they  and  most  other  employed  people  are  so  busy  with  the 
demands  of  the  work  place  that  they  have  little  time  for  the  values  of 
integrity of character, good work, friendship, family or community, and their 
lives  often  seem  hollow  (Durning,  1991:153).    Joe  Dominguez  and  Vicki 
Robin, who wrote the best-selling guide to achieving financial independence, 
Your Money or Your Life (1992:3) observed that for many working people 
there seemed to be no real choice between money or life, and this was the 
case whether or not individuals loved their jobs.  Various studies surveyed 
by the couple indicated decreasing satisfaction with work and life in general,  
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and participants in their seminars consistently rated themselves below 3 on 
a happiness scale of 5 (Dominguez & Robin, 1995:5-8).  
In wider society, citizens note the general prevalence of aggressiveness 
(expressed as an increase in crime and lawlessness), desire for ever more 
material goods and the expectation by individuals of unrestricted freedom.  
At the same time there seems to be a decline in personal morality and an 
increase in alienation (Daly & Cobb, 1989:3).  Illich saw such problems as 
the inevitable effect of the mania for growth which was evident in economic 
affairs.  He asserted that hyper-industrial society led to meaninglessness in 
its major institutions when it relegated persons to the role of consumers and 
robbed them of creative freedom and convivial social relationships (1973:11).  
Psychologist  Paul  Wachtel  explains  that  the  lack  of  contentment  in 
consumer society occurs because the growth economy has been constructed 
in such a way that it creates more needs than it satisfies and leaves people 
feeling  more  deprived  than  folk  in  earlier  generations  who  had  less 
(1989:16).  But Trainer argues that an economic system which emphasises 
acquisitiveness, material wealth, competition and maximum production and 
consumption, is only to be expected in a society which is preoccupied with 
controlling, manipulating and exploiting nature and people (1985:272).  The 
circular nature of the problem is evident from this discussion. 
  To  make  matters  worse,  it  would  appear  that  the  same  general 
pattern  of  individual  and  social  behaviour  is  spreading  across  the  world.  
The French environmentalist, Jean-Michel Cousteau (1993), notes that on 
his expeditions to diverse parts of the globe, he has often been struck by the  
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mirror-like inter-relationship of societies and environments.  It seemed that 
wherever there was an erosion of community institutions, there was also 
environmental degradation.  By the same token, wherever there was serious 
pollution,  the  human  culture  was  almost  certain  to  be  suffering  from  a 
variety of discontents.  
  The  interconnection  between  environment  and  development  was 
recognised  by  Gro  Harlam  Bruntland,  Chairwoman  of  the  World 
Commission  on  Environment  and  Development,  who  remarked  that  ‘the 
environment  does  not  exist  as  a  sphere  separate  from  human  actors, 
ambitions  and  needs  .  .  .’  and  explained  how,  in  their  1987  report,  the 
Commissioners had endeavoured to consider these things together (World 
Commission on Environment and Development, 1990:xv).   
However,  despite  a  general  awareness  of  the  link  between  economic 
behaviour and the environment, the emotions aroused by the unsatisfactory 
state of our existence and the multiple causes of the situation, as well as the 
sneaking  suspicion  that  it  will  not  change  unless  we  do,  are  all  so 
overwhelming  that  we  are  inclined  to  ‘throw  up  our  hands  and  turn  our 
backs’,  as  Wachtel  (1989:53),  observes.    He  notes  that  because  of  the 
psychological meanings that [economic] growth has had for us, we find it 
difficult  even  to  conceive  of  an  alternative  and  hence  see  no  way  out.  
Deprivation or pollution seem to be our only choices.  
  While it is apparent that change is needed in the way our societies 
function, the problem is knowing how to go about it and where to start.  It 
has been suggested that it would be useful to have some idea of what life  
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would  be  like  in  a  modern  society  which  respected  environmental  limits.  
The section which follows is a synthesis of the ideas of Brown et al. (1990), 
Trainer (1985), and Pausacker & Andrews (1981).  
A Vision of a Sustainable Society 
World Watch Institute researcher Lester Brown and his associates from that 
Washington-based research organisation, have provided a pen-picture of a 
sustainable society, in order to ‘guide our actions toward a global community 
that can endure’ (1990:173).  Their vision of the future is to the year 2030 
because  they  believe  that  if  the  world  has  not  achieved  sustainability  by 
then,  ‘environmental  deterioration  and  economic  decline  are  likely  to  be 
feeding  on  each  other,  pulling  us  into  a  downward  spiral  of  social 
disintegration’ (Brown et al., 1990:174).  At the global level, Brown et al. see 
a dramatic drop in birth rates in a population which is essentially stable or 
slowly declining, within a world economy powered by diverse, solar-based 
energy systems.   
  Within  countries,  there  will  be  far  more  efficient  use  of  energy  in 
homes and appliances; combined production of heat and power for domestic 
and industrial use; far fewer and more efficient motor cars and a wide use of 
bicycles.  People will live closer to their jobs and will mostly use their bikes 
to socialise and shop.  Food will be produced closer to where it is consumed 
and telecommunications will largely substitute for travel, permitting many 
people to work from home.  These changes will reduce traffic congestion and 
air pollution while saving time and frustration for workers.    
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A  strong  recycling  ethic  will  prevail  and  the  principal  source  of 
materials  for  industry  will  be  recycled  goods.    Compost-making  will  be 
widely practiced to enrich garden soils and reduce waste flows.  The world’s 
population  will  be  fed  from  productive  land  managed  intensively  and 
sustainably.  Rural landscapes are likely to exhibit more diversity than at 
present  as  regions  are  better  managed  according  to  their  particular 
variations in soils, slope, climate and water availability.  Meat will become 
more scarce and expensive and the diets of the affluent will become more 
plant-based.    The  clearing  of  forests  and  woodlands  will  long  since  have 
ceased, and the pattern of land ownership will have changed to permit the 
poor  access  to  adequate  land  to  ensure  good  stewardship  (Brown  et  al., 
1990:182-187). 
Trainer’s vision of the future society is quite similar, but he puts more 
emphasis on the need for less affluence if a just and safe society is to be 
brought into being.  He also believes the social units in such a society would 
need  to  be  decentralised,  relatively  self-sufficient,  communal  and 
cooperative,  and  people  will  need  skills  in  alternative  technologies  and 
permaculture.    There  would  be  plenty  of  time  for  these  labour-intensive 
activities, he points out, because the production of unnecessary goods would 
have  been  phased  out  and  those  which  were  produced  would  be  more 
durable, so a one-day formal, paid working week for everyone would be quite 
feasible.  In addition, the cooperation required to deal with local problems 
would lead to a resurgence of community spirit and a lower incidence of all 
forms of social pathology (Trainer, 1985:Ch. 12).  
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People in societies such as this would operate in the ‘being’ or conserver 
mode,  Pausacker  &  Andrews  (1981:7)  predict,  in  contrast  to  the  ‘having’ 
mode, and they would measure their lives according to the quality of their 
experiences  rather  than  the  quantity  of  their  consumption.    The  authors 
envisage  that  the  standard  of  living  in  a  society  like  this  would  be 
‘somewhere between today’s greedy, growth-oriented consumerism and the 
utopian back-to-the-simple-life ‘earth garden’ ideal of a nation of Nimbins’ 
(Pausacker & Andrews, 1981:1).  They believe that once people had obtained 
an adequate material standard of living, model conservers would not strive 
for greater wealth, physical comforts and ‘convenience’, but instead would 
seek fulfilment through social activities and personal growth.  Examples of 
alternative activities people in conserver societies would enjoy were being 
with other people, bush walking and learning to play a musical instrument.  
In  conclusion,  these  writers  all  agree  that  the  future  sustainable 
society  will  be  far  more  frugal,  self-sufficient  and  cooperative;  it  will  also 
demonstrate  the  concepts  of  ‘enoughness’,  sustainable  production,  and 
concern for community in social arrangements (Trainer, 1985:207).  Such a 
society might be poorer in material goods but it would be infinitely richer in 
the availability of social gratification. 
Images of the potential conserver society serve to remind us that the 
choice  to  limit  economic  growth  and  the  environmental  damage  which 
accompanies it, does not need to be equated with belt tightening, austerity 
and  living  less  well.    As  Wachtel  points  out,  such  views  arise  from  our 
present  set  of  assumptions  and  attitudes  that  having  more  means  living  
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better,  despite  daily  work  and  social  experience  which  contradicts  it 
(1989:xiii).    In  fact,  the  average  person  in  rich  developed  countries  could 
actually live better on less, Pausacker and Andrews believe, but a change in 
values would be required for them to appreciate this fact (1981:1,91). 
Accepting the Need for Change 
The  foregoing  outline  indicates  that  much  of  the  damage  done  to  the 
environment  has  been  caused  by  the  socio-economic  practices  of  the 
industrialised  countries.    The  need  for  far-reaching  change  in  these 
countries  is  evident  and  urgent.    Considerable  thought  has  gone  into 
picturing the kind of future society where inhabitants ‘walk lightly on the 
earth’ while going about their daily affairs.  Our glimpse at what Jacobs 
called a ‘post-industrial green society’ (1991:xvii), through the eyes of Brown 
and colleagues, Trainer, and Pausacker & Andrews, shows people leading 
lives very different from those most prominent in society today.  My aim in 
this project is to suggest measures which will assist us to move away from 
unsustainable collective habits to social patterns more like those described 
above. 
To facilitate the change process, I wish to identify the major factors in 
society which require modification if our present impact on the earth is to be 
reduced.    The  various  social  critics  ranging  from  ecologists  and  new 
economists to sociologists, theologians and psychologists, are acutely aware 
of the magnitude of the changes required and the difficulty of effecting new 
ways of living.  For example, Brown and colleagues concluded their outline 
of possible futures by reiterating that the emergence of a sustainable society  
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was contingent on fundamental changes in the economic, social, and moral 
character  of  human  society  (1990:187,  italics  added).    It  seems  that  our 
whole way of life will need to change, including the way we evaluate success 
in life. 
  Let us examine in more detail what is involved in these fundamental 
characteristics of society.  With regard to the economic character of society, 
the economic system includes the particular organisation of social behaviour 
associated with the production, consumption and distribution of goods and 
services  which  meet  the  needs  and  demands  of  members  of  society  (A 
Modern Dictionary of Sociology, 1969:126).  The social character of society 
reflects the habitual way people relate to each other in particular roles and 
the value they place on these relationships.  Finally, the moral character of a 
society  includes  the  general  world-view  of  a  particular  culture,  dominant 
ideas about right and wrong, and conceptions about what constitutes the 
good life (A Modern Dictionary of Sociology, 1969:264).  These characteristics 
of  society  are  closely  connected,  but  for  the  purposes  of  analysis  I  shall 
examine them separately. 
Problems with the Economic Character of Society 
The connection between economics and other aspects of society is shown by 
the way in which economic theory has traditionally reflected the prevailing 
social  arrangements  of  society.    This  state  of  affairs  has  enabled  the 
discipline to offer practical guidance to policy-makers and this has had a 
stabilising  effect  on  economic  affairs.    However,  Heilbroner  &  Milberg  
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(1995:10) argue that the discipline is no longer able to fulfil this role because 
it has been in a state of disarray for roughly the last quarter century.  They 
note the competing theories and the absence of a common focus or ‘vision’ in 
current thinking, a situation they attribute to the fact that economists no 
longer have an explicit concern to relate theory to the ‘real’ world. 
In contrast to earlier periods when economists took note of such things 
as class dynamics in one era, or the existence of a multitude of competitive 
economic  agents  in  another,  when  formulating  their  ideas  about  the 
economy, modern theorists are preoccupied with the discovery of universal 
laws governing economic activity.  This concentration on scientific model-
building at a high level of abstraction has allowed economists to ignore the 
changing socio-economic environment in which the discipline exists (Daly & 
Cobb, 1989:32). 
If economists had paid attention to what was happening around them, 
the  critics  say,  they  would  have  appreciated  ‘the  discipline’s  integral 
connection with a capitalist order’ (Heilbroner & Milberg, 1995:118) and the 
fact  that  the  ‘market’  of  the  text  books  was  no  longer  made  up  of  many 
individual traders and small enterprises, but was now a monopoly situation 
with fewer and larger companies dominating trade.8  Heilbroner & Milberg 
(1995:118-128)  argue  that  what  is  needed  now  is  the  recognition  of  ‘the 
necessity  for  a  widening  degree  and  deepening  penetration  of  public 
guidance  into  the  workings  of  capitalism  itself.’    As  they  see  it,  the  new 
                                                 
8 A 1994 United Nations World Investment Report noted that over the previous twenty 
years the number of multinational enterprises had risen from 7,000 to 35,000 (Heilbroner & 
Milberg, 1995:121). 
  
  22 
reality requires a much more active role for the public sector, a role in which 
public intervention in the activities of the market will be seen to be not only 
legitimate but essential.  
The  problem  in  bringing  about  such  a  change  lies  in  convincing  the 
economic  rationalists  in  government  treasuries  of  the  necessity  for  it.  
Despite a growing understanding of the role of economics as an instrument 
for  politically  chosen  goals  which  implies  a  closer  alliance  to  the  social 
rather than to the natural sciences (Heilbroner & Milberg, 1995:118-128), 
these  public  servants  persist  in  formulating  policy  with  little  regard  to 
prevailing social reality.  
This is borne out by Michael Pusey’s 1991 study which described the 
triumph  of  economic  rationalism  in  the  national  capital.    Pusey  depicted 
Australia in the 1980s as having been ‘swept by a locust strike of economic 
rationalism’, after which all social and economic policy came to be subjected 
to the criteria of ‘efficiency, responsibility and effectiveness’.  He argued that 
this development represented a significant shift in the relationship between 
state and society with the integrative function of the state now being seen as 
far  superior  to  the  system-integrating  role  of  society.    The  new  approach 
soon  dominated  public  policy-making  and  alternative  normative  models 
were suppressed in the civil service.    
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Pusey (1992:64) found that the bureaucrats responsible for this state of 
affairs were ‘relatively young, narrowly trained, new-right economists with 
little experience of life outside Canberra’.  They had been drawn from the 
top  layer  of  white  Anglo-Saxon  working  males  and  had  grown  up  in 
privileged  suburbs,  attended  the  best  schools  and  forged  the  most  useful 
social  contacts  (Bertone,  1992:72).    By  the  same  token,  Bertone  argued, 
these  people  were  the  least  equipped  to  understand  the  needs  and 
circumstances of ordinary Australians or to appreciate the often-devastating 
effects of their policy prescriptions. 
Brian Toohey (1992:53) notes that economic rationalism has its genesis 
in neo-classical economics, with a liberal dash of new classical economics 
thrown in.  ‘At the core of their libertarian theories’, he says – pointing out 
that they are theories and not established facts – ‘is the concept of rational 
economic  man.    Rational  economic  man’,  says  Toohey,  ‘is  entirely  self-
centred.    He  has  no  motivation,  apart  from  self-interest.    So  long  as  he 
doesn’t get caught he has no regard for laws, and still less concern for social 
conventions, moral principles, or the affection of other people’.  Then Toohey 
recalled how an English economist had depicted this person, also referred to 
as Homo Economicus.  ‘There are very few such people’, the Englishman had 
observed, ‘and we have a word for them – psychopaths!’  
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Despite  a  growing  awareness  of  the  limitations  of  such  ‘radically 
individualistic conceptions’ of human nature, economic theorists continue to 
construct economic models on this basis.  Daly & Cobb (1989:161) point out 
that such ideas ignore the fact that human nature is inherently social, both 
in  terms  of  personal  identity  and  the  maintenance  of  human  qualities.  
However, when economic policies which embody the assumptions of classic 
economics  are  applied,  they  nevertheless  begin  to  create  a  reality  which 
conforms to their model (Daly & Cobb, 1989:102). 
The  way  in  which  present  public  policy  is  dominated  by  economic 
considerations magnifies the effect of such erroneous conceptions of human 
nature.  For example, the idea that human beings have unlimited wants 
leads  to  the  notion  that  continuous  economic  growth  is  necessary.    This 
assumption is rarely questioned in the popular media and has only recently 
been challenged by some economists, despite the adverse environmental and 
social impact of many projects.  Critics of modern economic goals use the 
term ‘growthmania’ to highlight the insanity of continuous economic growth.  
They point out that the pursuit of growth leads to irrational individual and 
corporate behaviour, such as throwing away items which are still useable 
and  putting  energy  and  effort  into  manufacturing  goods  for  one-use  only 
(Trainer, 1985:88).  
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It  may  seem  obvious  that  an  economy  should  only  be  permitted  to 
grow physically if the nation in which it operates is, in the long term, better 
off as a result of the increased activity. The notion of optimum scale is very 
familiar  to  economists  at  the  microeconomic  level  where  companies  and 
individuals  engage  in  careful  calculations  to  determine  the  costs  and 
benefits of a particular course of action.  Plans are made in relation to two 
basic economic laws, the concept of diminishing marginal benefit and the 
concept  of  increasing  marginal  costs.9    Since  the  aim  is  to  optimise  the 
benefits of economic activity, care is taken to ensure that marginal benefits 
are equal to marginal costs.  When that situation occurs, the optimum scale 
of  economic  activity  has  been  reached  and  further  activity  will  result  in 
diminishing returns (Lawn & Sanders, 1999:214). 
Ecological economic scholars, Lawn and Sanders, are puzzled as to 
why this accepted economic analysis is never applied in macro-economics, 
that is, at the level of the state.  It seems that government economists rarely 
ask whether the national economy is operating at an optimal level.  The 
scholars decide that the reason for this must be that governments celebrate 
                                                 
9 T h e  t h e o r y  s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  e c o n o m i c  l a w s  o f  d i m i n i s h i n g  m a r g i n a l  b e n e f i t s  a n d  
increasing marginal costs is quite complex, but according to Lawn & Sanders (1999:214), 
the laws reflect the way that benefits and costs usually vary in accordance with an increase 
in  the  scale  of  any  given  activity.    There  is  no  dispute  among  economists  about  the 
appropriate course of action for businesses; the advice is always to ‘expand the scale of 
activity until marginal benefits equal marginal costs’.  
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only  the  benefits  of  increased  economic  activity  and  ignore  or  forget  the 
attendant costs (1999:214). 
But how are policy-makers to know when the physical scale of the 
macro-economy has reached an optimum level?  The usual measure used for 
this purpose is the economic concept of Gross National Product (GNP), on 
which the national accounts are based.10  However, such measures are only 
useful  if  the  figures  they  are  based  on  are  accurate.    It  has  become 
increasingly obvious that many important aspects of economic life are not 
accounted for in these figures. 
Jacobs (l991:222) notes that despite the fact that degradation reduces 
the  well-being  of  the  population  through  pollution  and  loss  of  aesthetic 
amenity, and further reduces the capacity of the economy to produce future 
welfare  because  of  the  depletion  of  resources  and  loss  of  the  earth’s 
absorptive capacities, none of these losses is noticed because GNP fails to 
account  for  them.    However,  most  governments  continue  to  rely  on  the 
                                                 
10 Gross National Product (GNP) measures the production within a nation by businesses 
owned by that nation’s residents.  It is more often calculated in terms of the GDP (Gross 
Domestic Product) in order to include the production within a country of business owned by 
outsiders.    The  GDP  measures  the  goods  and  services  produced  by  business,  but 
unmarketed  production  such  as  housework,  do-it-yourself  activity,  childcare,  voluntary 
work, gift work and barter, are not included.  Nor are the essential services provided by 
nature included in this measure of the nation’s wealth.  The Net National Product (NNP) is 
intended to show the real wealth of the country after making allowances for depreciation of 
capital  stock  held  by  the  residents  of  a  country.    However,  it  does  not  include  natural 
capital.  This means economists have no measure to show when the natural capital of a 
nation – the foundation of economic wealth – is being depleted.  Information from Brandt, 
1995:18-21, and Fontana Dictionary of Modern Thought, 1988:362. 
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growth-oriented  GNP  figures  to  gauge  the  effectiveness  of  their  economic 
management. 
The  importance  attached  to  the  GNP,  despite  its  obvious 
shortcomings, is just one of the problems with the present economic system. 
Daly and Cobb believe that future economic growth is overwhelmingly likely 
to lead to a situation of diminishing returns, i.e. costs are likely to increase 
more rapidly than benefits accrue.  A situation of ‘uneconomic growth’ would 
then be inevitable (Daly & Cobb, 1989:2).  Herman Daly, the economist in 
the  writing  partnership,  has  advocated  a  ‘steady  state’  economy  as  the 
rational  response  to  a  finite  world  (Daly,  1973:152).    And  psychologist 
Wachtel  agrees;  he  says  our  problem  is  not  how  to  produce  more,  but  to 
learn how to enjoy what we have produced.  The human body, he points out, 
does not go on continually growing; most of life is spent in a state of dynamic 
equilibrium.    In  fact,  unchecked  growth  in  the  body  is  called  cancer,  a 
condition we normally fear like the plague (Wachtel, 1989:106). 
Feminist  economist,  Marilyn  Waring  (1988:1),  was  particularly 
incensed to find that the system of national accounts used by governments, 
effectively rendered environmental services invisible, as was also the case 
with the non-market labours of women and volunteer workers.  As Waring 
observes, although economic production, using limited resources, covers the 
whole  range  of  human  activities  devoted  to  the  creation  of  goods  and 
services  capable  of  satisfying  human  wants,  accountants  actually  choose 
which of these transactions are to be deemed productive and which are to be 
ignored  (1988:58).    Nevertheless,  she  discovered,  none  of  the  different  
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specialists who used the accounts would accept responsibility for the choices 
made. 
In recent years there has been a growing recognition of the deficiencies 
in the national accounts and many attempts have been made to rectify the 
situation.    Analysts  have  experimented  with  various  methods  to  create 
measures that better reflect reality, particularly with respect to welfare and 
the stock of natural resources.  One of the more recent attempts comes from 
Lawn and Sanders (1999).  They argue that the main problem with the GDP 
is that it does not separate benefits and costs and it actually treats many 
costs as benefits.  For example, defensive expenditure in the form of vehicle 
repairs and environmental rehabilitation are seen as activities of positive 
economic  benefit.    There  are  other  deficiencies  too.    The  GDP  overlooks 
many significant welfare-related benefits such as household work, voluntary 
work,  and  recreation.    It  also  excludes  the  annual  services  provided  by 
consumer durables such as furniture, whitegoods and cars.   
And unbelievably, the most fundamental benefit of our existence – the 
services provided on a continuing basis by natural capital – are ignored in 
these familiar calculations.  Given this, it is probably not surprising that the 
consumption of natural capital is falsely counted as income in GDP figures.  
Lawn and Sanders say the complementarity, in economic terms, of human-
made and natural capital, means that both forms of capital must be kept 
intact.  However, they found preliminary evidence that indicated the stock of 
natural capital in most countries was being consumed, in contrast to GDP 
levels which were increasing.  
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In the social realm, the authors noted that GDP calculations assumed 
that  an  extra  dollar  of  income  given  to  the  rich  added  as  much  to  the 
nation’s economic welfare as an extra dollar of income given to the poor.  
They  believe  that,  while  some  degree  of  inequality  is  required  to  reward 
individual effort, the optimum level should be determined by analysis, and 
GDP figures should be adjusted to reflect welfare implications.  The figures 
should also include the social cost of unemployment and underemployment, 
they argue, as well as the potential unsustainability of growing foreign debt 
(Lawn & Sanders, 1999:218-219). 
Lawn  and  Sanders  imputed  monetary  values  to  these  neglected 
components of economic activity and included them with the usual items.  
They used their figures to compile separate benefit and cost accounts and 
these two accounts replaced the gross domestic product (GDP) measure.  The 
result  was  a  new  index  of  economic  well-being  – t he  Sustainability  Net 
Benefit (SNB), which Law and Sanders believed gave a far more accurate 
picture of the economic health of the nation. 
When the authors applied their formula to the years 1966-7 through to 
1994-5,  they  came  to  a  sobering  conclusion.    Although  results  showed  a 
steady increase in SNB from 1966-7, followed by a gradual decline through 
to  1979-80,  with  some  fluctuations  in  the  succeeding  years,  the  SNB  for 
1994-5 was less than the peak of 1973-4.  The per capita SNB showed the 
same rise to a peak in 1973-4 but declined to less than its initial value by 
1994-5.  The authors therefore concluded that the continued expansion of 
the  Australian  economy  was  making  the  average  Australian  poorer,  not  
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richer,  due  to  a  faster  increase  in  lost  natural  capital  services  than  net 
psychic11 income.  In fact, Lawn and Sanders believe the SNB index showed 
that Australia’s macro-economy may have already exceeded its optimal scale 
(1999:227).  
New measures like this make it quite clear that economic policies that 
depend on continuing economic growth are no longer viable or acceptable.  A 
focus  on  economic  development,  rather  than  simply  growth,  would  be  far 
more  productive  in  human  as  well  as  economic  terms.    The  concept  of 
development includes non-financial components of economic welfare, such as 
the  quality  of  the  environment,  the  health  of  the  population,  educational 
opportunities, the work setting and the quality of community and cultural 
life (Jacobs, 1991:Part II).  These components are another way of describing 
the  dimensions  of  ‘sustainable  development’,  which,  as  the  World 
Commission  on  Environment  and  Development  (1990:xvi)  noted  ruefully, 
had not been the approach of many industrialised nations.  
Consumerism and Social Character 
Collective social behaviour in democratic societies is both a reflection of and 
a cause of particular economic policies, since these are affected by the ruling 
party’s  perception  of  what  the  public  will  support.    Wachtel  (1989:169), 
points out that the consumerism we have embraced so wholeheartedly is the 
                                                 
11 Lawn and Sanders use the term ‘psychic’ because it is assumed that the external world is 
only made effective to human beings as a consequence of final satisfactions derived from 
commodity consumption eventually residing in the human mind (1999:215).  
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very reason for our economy’s emphasis on growth, and the desire for as 
many consumer goods as possible at the lowest possible price, the reason for 
short  cuts  in  manufacturing  resulting  in  higher  pollution  both  here  and 
overseas (1989:38).  
Despite broad awareness among Western Australians of the limitations 
of  materialism  as  shown  in  the  report  of  the  Community  and  Family 
Commission, WA (1991) Speaking Out, Taking Part, it is difficult to break 
out of the consumerist pattern of living which is supported by the dominant 
forces in society.  Pausacker & Andrews (1981:5), refer to consumerism as 
the having mode; a way of life that is driven by greed, ‘for more money, more 
possessions,  more  exotic  experiences,  more  fame  and  more  power’.    They 
describe people caught in the grip of the having mode as having ‘lost all 
sense of responsibility for their actions; if something is available, they see no 
reason why they should not have it, whatever the social and environmental 
costs incurred in its production’. 
 The extent to which the shopping syndrome is embedded in our society 
was  underlined  for  me  when  I  unwittingly  visited  a  suburban  shopping 
centre on a day when Target12 had advertised 121/2% off everything in the 
store.  The shopping centre and its surroundings were packed with cars and 
                                                 
12 Target is a medium-priced self-service department store.  A staff member told me later 
that the store I visited had amassed the largest takings of all stores in the State for this 
sale day on Nov. 28, 1994.  This example is intended to highlight a pervasive feature of 
socio-economic life in Australia and other developed countries, not to point the finger at the 
particular shoppers involved (after all, I, too, pursue ‘specials’ on occasion!).  Participation 
in a Local Exchange and Trading System (LETS) has made me aware that bargain hunting 
is not ‘natural’; it is encouraged in economies which depend on consumption to keep the 
system  going.    Trading  in  a  LETSystem,  by  contrast,  did  not  encourage  me  to  ‘buy’ 
unnecessarily, or to pay my trading partners less than their goods or services were worth.   
  32 
people.    Of  all  the  alternative  activities  these  separate  individuals  could 
have engaged in on this Monday in spring, hundreds of people had made it a 
priority to take advantage of the opportunity to get ‘more for less’.  Each 
individual choice to be there strengthened the social reality that makes such 
behaviour appear rational and reasonable, and this took place in a Perth 
suburb generally considered to be affluent! 
In  a  sense,  these  people  are  victims  of  a  culture  that  encourages 
individual  choice  while  at  the  same  time  providing  little  in  the  way  of 
support for making wise and ultimately satisfying choices.  The following 
narrative is an example of the limited choices about lifestyle available to the 
citizens of industrialised countries.  A friend who lived in a pleasant middle 
class area confided that she and her family were considering their options 
for the future.  The long hours her husband had spent on business activities 
during the children’s early years had brought them considerable wealth.  It 
meant they could afford to live in an exclusive location.  “What are we going 
to do?” she said, somewhat resignedly, “We might as well buy a nice two-
storey house by the river”.  Typical of many businessmen, her husband’s 
well-fed figure suggested an increased risk of heart disease and stroke, and 
yet a more relaxed lifestyle was obviously not one of the options considered 
by the couple.  They chose to accept the prevailing definition of success and 
reward for hard work, and moved to an area which better reflected their new 
economic status.   
There  are  others,  of  course,  who  take  their  hard-won  earnings  and 
escape  to  the  country  to  a  new  occupation  and  a  less-pressured  lifestyle.   
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Neither  of  these  choices,  however,  poses  any  challenge  to  the  values  and 
modus operandi of the business world.  Nor do they advance the cause of 
simpler more varied patterns of work and leisure in the midst of society. 
Wachtel (1989:143) believes one of the most important factors that will 
promote change is ‘the set of assumptions and attitudes by which people 
evaluate  the  events  of  their  lives,  the  quality  of  interactions  with  other 
people  and  the  social  structures  and  institutions  within  which  all  this 
occurs’.    Changes  in  this  area  could  have  a  marked  effect  on  social 
behaviour.  As Durning (1991:165) puts it, ‘when most people see a large 
automobile  and  think  first  of  the  air  pollution  it  causes,  rather  than  the 
social status it conveys, environmental ethics will have arrived’.  
  Or  to  put  it  another  way,  when  there  are  alternative  ways  of 
rewarding ourselves and gaining the respect of our contemporaries, people 
may make different choices.  Trainer (1985:34), for example, believes that 
one  of  the  major  reasons  for  our  present  emphasis  on  things  is  our 
impoverished  social  and  cultural  circumstances.    He  says  ‘possessing, 
displaying and consuming things is so important to us because there is not 
that  much  else  to  do’  in  neighbourhood  environments  that  are  of  no 
significance as a source of social interaction, leisure activity or community 
experience.    Wachtel  (1989:69)  sees  this  need  to  constantly  have  more 
material goods as akin to an addiction; the more things we want, the more 
the getting of them undermines the older forms of security we enjoyed when 
we had less and when we had time to be part of a close-knit and supportive 
community.    He  thinks  our  focus  on  material  goods  and  economic  
  34 
considerations is an attempt to hide our vulnerability, but according to him, 
this only serves to strengthen the forces that created the insecurity in the 
first place. 
Modern Pressures to Consume 
We  need  to  remember  that  human  behaviour,  whether  environmentally 
thoughtless or respectful, is always in relation to context.  In Marx’s view, 
an adequate explanation for any social phenomenon such as, for example, a 
deteriorating  environment,  would  include  an  explanation  of  the  social 
practices which brought about the phenomenon.  He believed that social life 
was essentially practical, i.e. society was the result of a complex of human 
practices  which  continually  transformed  pre-existing  states-of-affairs  into 
new  and  different  situations  (Suchting,  1979:22).    This  means  that  the 
environmental damage which has resulted from our obsession with economic 
growth  and  consumption  is  ‘an  expression  of  our  historical  choices  and 
reflects  our  present  way  of  organising  and  giving  meaning  to  our  lives’ 
(Wachtel, 1989:58).  The imperatives of consumer society prompt us to want 
ever more goods, to constantly update the models of products we own, and to 
compare our possessions with those of others. 
Since it is unlikely that ‘human nature’ has changed greatly over the 
years, we need to look at the factors – the human practices – in our social 
environment which are emphasising and encouraging these acquisitive and 
‘greedy’ inclinations.  Durning (1991:162-165) examined five factors in the 
modern world which he believes are responsible for this.  One important 
reason he discerns is the anonymity of mass society which makes it almost  
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impossible to satisfy the deep personal need to be valued and respected by 
others.  By default, we consume, since the possession of things identifies us 
as people with money and therefore people of worth. 
Another  source  of  our  penchant  for  consuming  can  be  seen  in  the 
proliferation  of  advertising.    We  are  surrounded  by  advertising  messages 
Durning  notes,  in  the  newspapers  and  magazines,  on  the  radio,  on  the 
television, on billboards and sometimes even on our food.  It is not surprising 
then  that  we  find  it  hard  to  be  content  with  what  we  currently  have.  
Moreover, when we need everyday items, the most convenient place to get 
them today is at the local shopping centre, a place purposefully designed for 
buying  and  selling.    Because  larger  centres  are  intended  to  service  wide 
areas,  they  are  often  isolated  or  difficult  to  reach  on  foot  or  by  public 
transport  and  delivery  of  goods  is  no  longer  the  norm.    Of  necessity,  car 
traffic increases and urban sprawl is encouraged.  At the same time, the 
existence  of  these  large  shopping  centres  squeezes  out  the  small 
neighourhood  shops  and  businesses  since  they  are  unable  to  offer  the 
‘specials’ that large orders permit.  In many countries, Durning observes, 
shopping seems to have become a primary cultural activity and for many 
young girls in America it is a favourite pastime. 
Government policies, too, create a consumption environment, Durning 
believes.  For example, he speaks of planning that favours private vehicles, 
tax codes which encourage business to invest in status images, and, for the 
wealthy, large tax deductions for unnecessary purchases like second homes.  
As  he  puts  it,  ‘land  use  and  materials  policies  in  most  of  the  world  
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undervalue  renewable  resources,  ignore  natural  services  provided  by 
ecosystems,  and  underprice  raw  materials  extracted  from  the  public 
domain’.    But  the  fundamental  problem  rests  on  the  fact  that  ‘national 
economic  goals  are  built  squarely  on  the  fact  that  more  is  better’.    To 
underline his point, he notes in passing that national statistics more often 
refer to people as consumers than as citizens! 
Finally, Durning observes how the intrusion of the market place into 
‘realms once dominated by family members and local enterprise’ has made 
consumption  far  more  wasteful  than  in  the  past.    The  commercial 
replacements for household items are likely to be disposable, presented in 
unnecessary packaging and harsh on the environment, while the elimination 
of  the  neighbourhood  economy  has  also  largely  removed  any  sense  of 
identity or community in the area. 
Identifying Defects in the Moral Character of Society 
The adoption of new ideas, attitudes and values is needed if change is to 
occur in individuals and society.  The need for an ‘ecological viewpoint’13 and 
ecological  values  is  often  stated.    This  implies,  first  of  all,  a  holistic 
approach,  an  attempt  to  look  at  the  object  of  interest  in  context.    The 
molecular scientist, Barry Commoner, was one of the earliest scientists to 
call attention to the need for holistic thinking in research.  He said when 
dealing with an issue he initially adopted a sort of natural history approach 
                                                 
13 Such a viewpoint would take it for granted that humans must live in harmony with the 
natural  world  and  would  recognise  the  need  to  maintain  a  balance  between  human 
populations and other ecosystems.  For a fuller discussion of the concept, see chapter 11. 
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and  studied  the  system  as  a  whole  until  he  began  to  sense  some  key 
elements in it.  Then he studied those separate elements in relation to the 
whole, until he found a relationship that carried everything with it.  This is 
how he determined the cause of a rapid rise in the increase of smog in Los 
Angeles in 1943, despite only a small increase in the number of cars at the 
time (Chisholm, 1972:134).14 
An increase in holistic-type research would be of considerable benefit to 
society  not  only  because  of  the  knowledge  generated,  but  because  of  the 
example given of appropriate ways to deal with complex issues.  In relation 
to  the  environment,  for  example,  we  can  only  appreciate  the  cause  of 
particular problems if all the relevant factors are included in the system 
under study.   
A holistic approach to life is an expression of the ecological viewpoint 
and  this  is  a  characteristic  of  tribal  people.15    Their  lives  are  far  more 
integrated and less compartmentalised than ours are, but we need to adopt 
their  view  of  the  world  in  order  to  provide  moral  support  for  new  living 
patterns.    It  is  a  world-view  which  has  become  foreign  to  many 
industrialised  people.    It  includes  an  awareness  that  ‘we  are  utterly 
dependent on nature, that there are limits to nature’s patience, that nature 
always has the last say, that it is sensible to strive to live in harmony with 
                                                 
14 The cause was a doubling of the compression ratio of cars which led to an increase in 
engine temperature resulting in an increase in nitrogen oxides leading to an increase in 
smog (Chisholm, 1972:134). 
 
15 I use the term ‘tribal’ to refer to the ‘small-scale, pre-industrialised societies that live in 
comparative isolation and manage their affairs without any centralised authority such as 
the state,’ which David Maybury-Lewis discussed in the TV series Millennium and the book 
by that name (1992).   
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nature rather than to conquer and dominate it, and that the appropriate 
attitudes  to  nature  are  those  of  humility,  respect,  gratitude  and  even 
reverence’ (Trainer, 1985:109).   
Of course, for many people, respect for nature is simply an expression 
of enlightened self-interest.  One writer, in elucidating the way in which we 
were causing the extinction of countless other species despite our ultimate 
dependence on them, likened the situation to flying in a plane with varying 
numbers of rivets being removed, on the assumption that the plane did not 
depend on any single rivet for strength.  How many rivets would you let 
them take out before you refused to board the plane, he asked, and pointed 
out that conserving the variety of life on earth for future generations was a 
similar prudent safeguard for our own species (Mussared, 1994). 
Many  people  would  agree  that  no  matter  what  reasons  we  give  for 
protecting other species, in the end it is because of our need for them that we 
work  to  ensure  their  continuing  survival  (Hughes,  1991:13).    However, 
others  see  the  attitudinal  changes  needed  as  being  fundamentally  at  the 
religious level, in so much as our whole understanding of reality, and our 
orientation  to  it,  is  at  stake  (Daly  &  Cobb  1989:375).    Individually,  this 
means a deepening of our sense of responsibility to the earth and to future 
generations; it will mean a revaluation of our goals and aspirations and a 
redefinition of what it means to be successful (Brown et al., 1990:175,187).  
Above all, for each society it will mean abiding by the ‘ecological equivalent 
of  the  Golden  Rule’,  that  ‘each  generation  should  meet  its  needs  without  
  39 
jeopardising the prospects of future generations to meet their own needs’ 
(Durning 1991:165).   
An  ecological  viewpoint  would  result  in  conserver  values,  which, 
according to Pausacker & Andrews (1981), include stewardship, equity, the 
concept of ‘enoughness’, democracy and cooperation.  An ethic of stewardship 
would  guarantee  the  conservation  of  resources  for  present  and  future 
generations, while a redistribution of wealth from rich to poor would enable 
everyone to live adequately.  A redistribution of wealth would entail a move 
away from privately owned wealth to more publicly owned assets.  Coombs 
(1990:37)  has  suggested  that  the  establishment  of  a  National  Estate 
comprised of a range of common assets, would allow redistribution to occur 
with  a  minimum  of  disruption.    His  idea  is  discussed  in  more  detail  in 
Chapter 16.  Meanwhile, Pausacker and Andrews (1981:1) anticipate that 
social mores arising from an ecological viewpoint would favour the concept of 
‘enoughness’  and  would  thereby  encourage  activities  which  improved  the 
quality of life rather then simply increasing personal wealth.   
The  authors  believe  that  democracy  would  be  highly  valued  in  a 
conserver society, and they think that if Australians were presented with 
real choices between possible alternative futures, people would come to see 
the  advantages  of  a  conserver  future.    Conserver  policies  would  entail 
changes  in  economic  and  political  decision-making  procedures,  so  that 
people,  as  workers  and  as  citizens,  could  become  more  involved.    In  any 
event, popular support is essential to the fashioning of a sustainable future.  
And last, but not least, Pausacker & Andrews (1981:2) point out that in a  
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conserver  society  cooperation  between  people,  while  not  eliminating  the 
competitive  spirit,  would  necessarily  be  emphasised  far  more  than  is 
presently the case in society.  
Increasing Equity 
Since the amelioration of our environmental problems is contingent upon an 
end to economic growth and a reduction in the size of the economic ‘cake’, we 
will all have to learn to share more.  In the jargon of sustainable research, 
intra-generational equity is as important as inter-generational equity.  In 
everyday  terms,  this  means  that  all  people  within  a  society  should  have 
equal access to the material and social resources required for a decent life, 
while  at  the  same  time  people  of  one  generation  should  not  consume  so 
much of the world’s resources that their descendents may find it difficult to 
meet their own needs.16 
One obvious implication of taking this principle seriously is the need to 
reduce the level of inequality in society.  Not only does our present situation 
condemn  a  proportion  of  our  populations  to  grinding  poverty  and  the  ill-
health, hopelessness and crime that so often accompany it, it also serves as a 
stimulus for consumerism for everyone else.  Significant inequality means 
that  there  are  always  others  around  who  have  more,  with  whom  we  can 
compare ourselves.  People who own more and do more and as a result are 
perceived as having higher status, act as a spur to those who have less and 
                                                 
16 This is essentially the definition adopted by Pearce, Markandya & Barbier in Blueprint 
for  a  Green  Economy  (1989),  and  the  United  Nations  sponsored  World  Commission  on 
Environment and Development (1990).   
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ensure a continuing demand for ever more things (Pausacker & Andrews 
1981:106).    It  is  not  surprising  then,  that  scholars  concerned  with 
sustainability  point  to  the  need  for  wealth  redistribution  as  a  means  of 
achieving  greater  equity  within  society  (Trainer,  1985,  Wachtel,  1989, 
Gardner & Roseland, 1989).  There are very real problems with this notion, 
and later chapters will deal with the difficulties and possibilities of bringing 
about such changes. 
Increasing Virtuous Behaviour 
One benefit of a reduced emphasis on material wealth is that it could lead to 
an increase in wealth in other areas of life.  Imagine, for example, a growth 
in generosity and equity which, as Wachtel (1989:xiii) points out, are two 
non-polluting commodities of which we can truly never have enough.  The 
philosopher,  Alasdair  MacIntyre  (1981)  noted  that  virtuous  behaviour 
requires  community  relations  for  its  development  and  nourishment.    He 
traced  ideas  about  the  ‘good’  in  different  historical  communities  and 
concluded  that  while  the  human  qualities  (i.e.  the  virtues)  each  society 
valued above all, varied, it was through community interaction that such 
qualities  were  nurtured  and  rewarded.    Indeed,  it  was  only  through 
community that such qualities had any practical meaning at all.  
MacIntyre’s work raises the issue of a lack of correspondence between 
the behaviours society rewards and the human qualities that our leaders 
claim  to  value.    He  implies  that  if  we  want  more  virtuous  behaviour  in 
society,  we  need  to  put  considerable  effort  into  promoting  community 
interaction.    Not  that  interaction  automatically  leads  to  agreeable  inter- 
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personal relations – it can just as easily lead to antagonism.  The point is 
that without adequate interaction the citizens of a society cannot begin to 
develop  the  criteria  for  the  kind  of  behaviour  that  would  ensure  the 
realisation  of  their  common  values.    The  quality  of  community  life  that 
results from interaction between citizens is crucial to the development of 
virtue.    In  fact,  Trainer  (1985)  believes  the  satisfaction  involved  in 
community  interaction  will  be  the  single  most  important  factor  in 
facilitating the kind of changes we need in society.   
Recognising the Importance of Community 
Community life needs to be encouraged at many different levels.  We could 
begin at the level of economic theory, Daly & Cobb (1989:165) suggest, where 
a  new  understanding  of  the  purpose  of  economics  and  its  role  in  society 
would  help  us  to  repair  the  damage  wrought  by  classic  economic  theory.  
They propose the replacing of Homo economicus with a model of person-in-
community  which,  they  say,  would  still  permit  recognition  of  individual 
characteristics and abilities, but would focus on the social context in which 
the individual operated.  The new concept would signal the way in which 
‘each human being [was] constituted by relationships to others’ and, while 
these relationships could not be exchanged in the market place, they were 
affected by the way the market operated.  The authors observed that when 
markets  grew  out  of  the  control  of  communities,  the  effects  were  almost 
always destructive.  They see the goal of an ‘economics for community’ as the 
provision  of  meaningful  and  personally  satisfying  work  as  much  as  to 
provide consumers with adequate goods and services.   
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Interaction is facilitated between members of a community when their 
community is bounded in some way.  The boundary may be geographical, 
cultural or derived from responsibility for common facilities.  Interaction is 
aided when employment opportunities are provided in the same areas as 
people live and send their children to school.  Regular contact with known 
others is the key to the development of a sense of community, and this is 
fostered  when  most  activities  occur  in  close  proximity.    The  term 
‘community’, however, encompasses a great deal more than an aggregate of 
people  living  in  a  specific  location.    According  to  Trainer,  a  sense  of 
community includes affective bonds between people, ‘places, traditions, and 
institutions; feelings of identity, commitment, respect, obligation, gratitude . 
.  .  feelings  of  togetherness  and  belonging  .  .  .  feelings  which  bind  people 
together  and  to  their  region  and  to  their  ways,  and  thus  produce  social 
cohesion  and  togetherness  .  .  .  [and]  emotional  support  in  times  of  need’ 
(1985:201).  He notes that interaction is fostered by common tasks, concerns 
and responsibilities, which oblige people to cooperate and work together for 
the welfare of the community.  
These characteristics of community are likely to be promoted, Trainer 
has  found,  in  situations  where  the  whole  society  is  relatively  small.    He 
believes the need to de-develop and to live materially simpler lives will likely 
force a return to some form of tribal living.  This would give rise to more 
communal ways of life.  The challenge is to find ways of fostering a sense of 
community in the urban setting, since a social group of about one hundred 
people, including extended families, is thought to be about the right size for 
everyone to get to know each other reasonably well (Ornstein & Ehrlich,  
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1989:61).  Less mobility would allow affective bonds to develop over time and 
the  common  problems  and  responsibilities  which  relative  self-sufficiency 
implies  would  present  many  opportunities  for  interaction.    Community 
would  be  further  strengthened  by  the  barter  and  exchange  of  surpluses, 
products and skills, which the comparative dearth of cash would necessitate.  
And community-reinforcing rituals and festivals would develop to celebrate 
the  success  or  culmination  of  important  common  enterprises  (Trainer, 
1985:204). 
Trainer’s account of community life is based on his knowledge of the 
Israeli Kibbutz, the city of Davis in California, and his experience of rural 
communes in Australia.  The groups all practice aspects of the alternative 
lifestyle and their existence demonstrates that cooperative living patterns 
are not foreign to human nature. 
The  power  of  cooperative  behaviour  is  underlined  in  the  following 
parable which is a popular tool with family therapists: 
In this story, a sinner is being shown Heaven and Hell.  He sees 
two large doors and is led through one of them, which he assumes 
at first is the door to Heaven because of the wonderful aroma of 
delectable foods that greets him.  As he enters he sees a number of 
people sitting around a large round table.  He notices that despite 
the wonderful feast in the middle, the people look emaciated and 
groan with hunger.  Each has a spoon with a very long handle 
that can reach the food in the middle.  But because the handles 
are so much longer than their arms, none can get the food into 
their mouths.  They suffer terribly from the unceasing hunger and 
frustration, and the man realises he is in Hell.  He is then led 
through the other door to see Heaven.  At first he sees what looks 
like the same situation – the same delicious food, the same large 
table,  people  sitting  around  it  with  long-handled  spoons.    But 
these people look cheerful and well fed, and they are chatting and 
laughing.    The  man  is  puzzled  and  asks  what  the  difference  is  
  45 
here.  The reply: they have learned to feed each other (Wachtel, 
1989:190). 
In a world of diminishing resources, it looks as if we will all have to 
learn to feed each other.  Wachtel (1989:169) believes that the satisfactions 
of community and connectedness to others would go a long way in luring us 
away from consumerism.  If we paid more attention to developing ties of 
mutual  obligation  and  expectations,  he  says,  the  loneliness  and  sense  of 
vulnerability which is so widespread in rich developed countries, would be 
greatly reduced.  In fact, he believes that our societies are going to have to 
learn all over again about the importance of rootedness and interdependency 
after proudly believing ourselves to be free of such basic needs.  And in the 
process, people will rediscover conviviality, Illich (1973:14) promises, as we 
learn to depend on each other rather than things.  
 
Moving Towards a Sustainable Society 
In Australia, environmental concerns have been on the political agenda of 
the various levels of government for over thirty years and yet little progress 
has been made.  Perhaps there is a lesson for us here.  In healing the earth 
and repairing the damage done to it, we need to be in touch with the basics 
of our life support systems – smelling, touching, tasting and perhaps even, 
down on our knees in the dirt!  People in positions of power are often so busy 
with the demands of office that they lack a close relationship with the earth.  
As a result, they tend to believe that abstractions discussed at meetings are  
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somehow  of  the  same  order,  as  for  example,  rising  salt  in  ancient  soils, 
disappearing marsupials and young men joy-riding in other people’s cars.  
Their usual piecemeal approach to problem-solving lacks context, and fails 
to deal with the social practices which have led to the appearance of the 
problem.  It would seem that while the support of government policies and 
legislative  regulation  are  essential  ingredients  in  promoting 
environmentally responsible behaviour, the impetus for such change must 
come  from  people  in  their  role  as  citizens  rather  than  from  officials  or 
experts.  
Experts should be seen as our servants and we should consult them as 
required.    They  generally  have  more  information  and  knowledge  about 
particular  issues  than  we,  the  general  public,  but  their  expertise  is  the 
result of specialised study, and therefore of limited scope.  Professor Ronald 
Berndt, who taught in the Anthropology Department at the University of 
Western Australia from 1957-1983, regularly reminded his students that ‘a 
way of seeing is always a way of not seeing’, and this is a characteristic of 
specialisation.  “I don’t know about that”, the expert will concede cheerfully, 
“I only know about X”.  However, in dealing with environmental problems 
we usually need to know about W, Y and Z as well.  In short, the solutions to 
environmental  problems  will  require  generalised,  holistic  knowledge,  and 
experts  have  learnt  to  disregard  areas  outside  their  specialised  field  of 
study.    All  of  which  means  that  while  experts  have  an  important 
contribution  to  make,  their  role  is  necessarily  limited.    We  can  certainly 
profit  from  their  knowledge  but  we  cannot  reasonably  expect  them  to 
present us with a blueprint for change.    
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Rather, the responsibility lies with each of us, as residents and citizens 
of the state, to promote needful changes in society.  But where should we 
start  in  solving  problems?    As  Wachtel  (1989:60)  points  out,  the  causal 
sequence of lifestyles and socio-economic institutions is circular, so efforts to 
solve problems can start anywhere.  
Prevailing social arrangements exude such an air of omnipotence that 
different  arrangements  are  hard  to  imagine,  but  it  is  possible  to  make 
progress if we link up with people with similar concerns and work together 
to  change  social  practices.    According  to  the  ‘hundredth  monkey 
phenomenon’, once a critical number of individuals adopt a new behaviour 
pattern, the new pattern becomes the norm in society.  Ken Keys (1982), 
who formulated the concept, said the phenomenon points to our individual 
responsibility and power.  Whatever the critical number of aware people who 
are thinking and behaving differently, each person is important in raising 
the  threshold  to  the  point  where  the  needed  changes  become  a  self-
generating  process.    Keys’  theory  nicely  captures  the  link  between  the 
individual and the group, between person and society.   
The dynamic state of interaction between society and the individuals 
who  make  it  up,  means  that  when  change  occurs,  it  does  so  through  a 
dialectical  process  involving  individuals  and  society  at  the  same  time 
(Pausacker  &  Andrews,  1981:8).    Daly  &  Cobb  (1989:130)  argue  that  the 
dialectical approach is the most fruitful way of dealing with change, both at 
the conceptual level and at the level of experience.  ‘Dialectic’ refers to a 
process of change that results from an interplay between opposite tendencies  
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which are in contradiction (The Macquarie Dictionary, 1981).  Marx believed 
such  contradictions  were  inherent  in  any  situation  and  that  dialectical 
thinking  could  acknowledge  and  resolve  them  (Suchting,  1979).    For 
example, many of us enjoy our possessions, but at the same time resent the 
way they possess us through their demand for care, maintenance and secure 
possession.  This contradiction within us between having and letting go, is 
the point at which change is possible. 
The offshoot of this dialectical relationship is that attitudinal change 
and  economic  reform  can  be  simultaneous,  and  it  is  unnecessary  to  wait 
until most people in the population change their attitudes before policies to 
protect the environment can be introduced.  As Jacobs (1991:xviii) says, in a 
democratic  society,  there  needs  to  be  a  minimum  degree  of  support  for 
changed policies to occur in the first place, but once they are in place, the 
new behaviours required will gradually generate new attitudes, new values 
and new ways of living.  
  Illich (1973) points out that in the task of re-structuring society, it is 
not  necessary  for  everyone  to  have  the  same  values  in  order  to  initiate 
desired changes.  He believes effective political action is presently inhibited 
by our belief that ‘the majority’ are content with things as they are and that 
‘they’  would  not  support  change.    He  decries  this  ‘myth  of  the  majority’ 
(Illich, 1973:102).  ‘They’, he says, are not a mythical majority, but a number 
of  reasonable  individuals.    In  their  support  of  a  particular  progressive 
measure,  it  is  quite  likely  each  of  them  will  do  so  for  entirely  different 
reasons.  But this is of no consequence.  The important thing is that the  
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measure  will  get  the  required  political  majority  and  a  policy  change  will 
occur.  
Social  change,  then,  depends  on  a  mixture  of  government  policy, 
personal initiative, and the effect of the resulting social climate on collective 
behaviour.    In  many  respects,  cultural  changes  such  as  attitude  and 
lifestyle, are caught, rather than taught.  We certainly ‘catch’ moods and 
attitudes  such  as  enthusiasm,  generosity  and  kindness  from  people  who 
possess  these  qualities.    So  part  of  our  strategy  should  be  to  encourage 
people who value these things to work together so that their effect on society 
is magnified.  To a degree this is already happening. 
More and more people are banding together to share their appreciation 
of  ‘earthy’  things.    Membership  of  the  Permaculture  Association  of  WA 
(PAWA) grew from around 200 to over 800 in the space of a couple of years 
in the early 1990s following the screening of the Global Gardener television 
series and Bill Mollison’s visit to Western Australia in May 1992.  People 
concerned about environmental issues were also attracted to complementary 
organisations such as the Herb Society, Organic Growers Association and 
the  Men  of  the  Trees.    At  the  general  community  level,  we  have  seen  a 
preparedness on the part of many people to publicly demonstrate for causes 
such as bringing an end to logging in old-growth forests, while others give 
their time and energy to preserving and maintaining remnants of bushland 
in the localities where they live.    
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These organisations and activities indicate considerable concern about 
environmental issues at the community level.  However, because the link 
between ecological damage and everyday consuming behaviour is not always 
recognised,  little  effort  has  been  directed  toward  changing  the  economic 
system.  Often there is a gulf between those whose livelihoods depend on the 
continued exploitation of the environment (for example, loggers employed by 
timber companies, and farmers clearing marginal bushland to create more 
cropping space) and those whose livelihoods are less directly linked to the 
products of the biosphere.  Such issues point to the need for multi-faceted 
solutions to environmental problems. 
 
Ameliorating the pain of change 
As  the  transition  to  sustainability  gets  underway,  shifts  in  employment 
patterns will be among the most visible changes, Brown et al. (1990:190) 
predict.    Changes  in  energy  generation,  farming  practices  and  industrial 
processes will see the end of some occupations and the expansion of others.  
The shift to renewable energy sources will favour smaller more self-reliant 
human  settlements.  These  changes  will  inevitably  disrupt  existing 
employment patterns and some people may feel worse off than before.   
However,  if  the  quality  of  life  was  noticeably  improved  (e.g.  cleaner 
skies, more pleasant public surroundings, less crime) despite a decrease in 
personal  consumption,  Jacobs  (1991:243)  says,  people  may  value  the  
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improvements more highly than the loss of disposable income required to 
pay for them.  Moreover, if the alternative goods available were endowed 
with qualities such as energy efficiency and durability, they might even be 
valued  more  highly  than  earlier  models.  In  fact,  sustainablity  could  be 
achieved without a drop in the standard of living17 if the reduced resource 
availability  was  matched  by  a  fall  in  demand  for  resources  (Jacobs, 
1991:251).   
Notice that a maintenance in the standard of living depends on our 
willingness to reduce our demands on the physical environment and instead 
to put a higher value on non-tangible aspects of community life.  One of the 
most effective ways of doing this is by giving people experiences of different 
patterns of living.  New experiences can have a powerful impact on ideas 
about what constitutes the good life, as the employees of a shoe factory in 
Britain found.  The industry hit hard times and the overtime-loving workers 
were forced into work-sharing.  As a result, they found themselves with time 
on their hands for the first time in years.  One worker reported: 
Bit by bit there was an unbelievable phenomenon of physical 
recuperation.    The  idea  of  money  really  lost  its  intensity.    It’s 
quite  true  that  we  lost  a  good  deal  of  money  (25  per  cent  of 
previous income) but, soon, only one or two of the blokes minded.  
It was about now that . . . friendships began: we were now able to 
go beyond political conversation, and we managed to talk about 
love, impotence, jealousy, family life . . . it was also at this time 
that  we  realised  the  full  horror  of  working  in  the  factory  on 
Saturday afternoon or evenings . . . we were once again learning 
the meaning of living (Handy 1995:34). 
                                                 
17 Jacobs defines the standard of living as disposable income plus public services such as 
education, health, street cleaning etc., plus other amenities which are not bought or sold at 
all, like the environment, crime rates and the sense of living in a cohesive and peaceful 
community (1991:243). 
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Institutional Obstacles to Change 
Now let us briefly shift our attention away from the changes that are needed 
at the personal level to the level at which the whole society is organised.  
From this perspective, it seems that our way of life is dominated by one 
particular mode of producing goods and services.  The industrial mode of 
production that is associated with capitalism, has come to monopolise the 
way we meet our needs.  Ivan Illich (1973:53) deplores the existence of what 
he calls radical or fundamental monopolies, because of the way they control 
how we meet essential needs and eliminate alternative ways of satisfying 
those needs.  As an example, he cites the way cars monopolise mobility in 
modern societies to the virtual exclusion of other forms of transport.  
When the satisfaction of a number of needs is monopolised by one kind 
of solution, we can expect to find a predominance of lifestyles that rely on 
that solution.  For example, most of us aim for a well-paid job that will allow 
the satisfaction of basic needs from sources beyond the domestic sphere.  We 
also  expect  that  our  salaries  will  permit  the  gratification  of  a  goodly 
proportion  of  media-generated  wants,  and  we  encourage  our  children  to 
study hard at school so that they, too, will eventually be able to find a good 
job  and  buy  the  things  they  want.    Occasionally,  the  pressures  of  a 
consumption-oriented daily routine lead to yearnings for a simpler life, but 
generally we accept these pressures as the price to be paid for affluence.  
And yet, it appears that this situation has not been imposed on society 
without  our  compliance.    Radical  monopolies  become  established,  Illich 
(1973:54) says, when people stop doing things for themselves which they are  
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quite  capable  of  doing  and  exchange  their  natural  ability  for  an 
industrialised service which they assume is ‘better’.  The problem with these 
industrialised services is that they are unable to satisfy all the demands 
placed  on  them,  and  a  situation  of  scarcity  arises  as  alternative  human 
skills disappear through lack of use and lack of appreciation.  
There is no doubt that industrial ‘tools’ such as factory processes can be 
of  great  benefit  to  society,  providing  they  are  subject  to  political  control.  
However, if their use is directed by factors beyond the political unit in which 
they operate, which is often the case when multinational corporations are 
involved, they are no longer beneficial to society (Daly & Cobb, 1989:Ch. 11).  
The resigned shrug of the shoulders which usually accompanies the common 
cry of ‘what can you do, that’s progress’, attests to the lack of control modern 
democracies have over their industrial tools.  Familiar responses such as 
these suggest the inevitability of developing wilderness areas or relocating 
industrial processes offshore in countries whose inhabitants cannot afford to 
buy the products of their labour, whereas in reality such practices are the 
result of human choice and decision-making. 
The concept of radical monopoly highlights the power of institutional 
social arrangements in maintaining present patterns of living.  But because 
our individualised culture overlooks the importance of the collective aspect 
at  the  formal  level,  we  continue  to  try  to  solve  problems  by  persuading 
individuals to change their attitudes while ignoring institutional practices 
which reward thoughtless behaviour.  For example, the management of a  
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supermarket  near  my  home  once  placed  the  following  sign  near  each 
checkout:   
Dear Customer, 
In the interests of protecting our environment, we ask you to reuse 
plastic bags by bringing them with you on each occasion you shop. 
The bags are not biodegradable and consequently the more bags 
that find their way to the outside world, the more we contaminate 
our environment. 
Thank you for reading this important message. 
No doubt this is a move in the right direction, but if grocery retailers 
were  really  serious  about  encouraging  such  behaviour  at  the  individual 
level,  they  would  introduce  a  charge  for  every  plastic  bag  used.    Then 
shoppers would have a choice, couched in the same currency terms as those 
they make in favour of efficiency.  This monetary choice would allow them to 
evaluate the time and effort involved in saving used plastic bags and taking 
them back to the supermarket on subsequent shopping trips.  If the cost of 
new plastic bags was high enough, a goodly percentage of shoppers might 
feel it worth their effort to change their behaviour. 
The example given above presents a possible choice within the present 
monopolised food production system.  Choices would be even more radical if 
the food consumed came from one’s labour in the garden on the days spent 
outside wage labour or from exchange with others.  If this organisation of 
work time was genuinely possible, it would mean, of course, that a radical 
monopoly did not exist in the provision of food.  Growing and exchanging a 
significant  proportion  of  one’s  nutritional  requirements  would  then 
represent one among several alternative means citizens might adopt to meet  
  55 
their needs.  The different economies or modes of production co-existing in 
such a society would make for a far more balanced and humane economic 
system.  Moreover, there would be less need for plastic bags and no need for 
empty entreaties to anonymous customers to prevent the accumulation of 
non-biodegradable refuse in the environment. 
An  awareness  of  the  extent  of  radical  monopolies  in  our  society  is 
enough to make one throw up one’s hands in despair.  However, we can take 
heart,  because  the  tendencies  opposing  this  monopolised  state  of  affairs 
contain  the  seeds  for  its  reconstruction.    The  contradiction  between  our 
desire  for  ever  more  goods  and  services,  and  the  inability  of  the  present 
system to keep up with demand, is providing the impetus – the manure – for 
the emergence of a new and invigorated social order.  The present system is 
clearly  unsustainable.    The  continual  push  towards  productivity  and 
efficiency on ‘the level playing field’ means fewer employees are needed to 
produce  the  same  amount  of  goods,  but  also  that  fewer  employees  are 
expected to maintain the same level of services.  As workers are discarded 
and  fewer  taken  on  by  employers,  unemployment  rises  and  we  see  a 
widening  gap  between  the  haves  and  the  have-nots.    This  occurs  within 
nations as well as between nations.  The proportion of the populace excluded 
from  equal  participation  in  the  ‘wealth  of  nations’  grows,  and  those  with 
paid work face constant pressures from employers to raise productivity. 
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Concluding the Introduction 
In summary, we have a planet where the ecosystems which have developed 
over  millenia  are  now  showing  signs  of  serious  disequilibrium.    And  the 
component of the system which has caused all the trouble – humankind – is 
also existing in a state of disquiet.  The reason is that the dominant human 
groups  have  developed  a  pattern  of  living  that  not  only  overlooks  the 
requirements  of  non-human  parts  of  the  system,  but  ignores  their  own 
essential needs.   
The situation has developed its own momentum and attempts to deal 
with the problem by increasing economic activity only add to degradation 
and social unrest.  As a result, many people have lost confidence in their 
ability  to  deal  with  problems  and  operate  in  a  ‘business  as  usual’  mode, 
while waiting for technology to rescue humanity.  Fortunately, there are also 
individuals  and  groups  who  have  accepted  responsibility  for  finding 
solutions and are actively working to change the conditions that have caused 
the problems. 
These  then,  were  the  general  ideas  –  the  sensitising  concepts,  as 
anthropologists call them – which I took with me on my search for social 
groups who were experimenting with new ways of living and new ways of 
finding meaning in life.  In the next chapter I will explain how I chose my 
particular ‘case’ for the purposes of this study, and successive chapters will 
focus on the various activities of this organisation and their relevance for 
sustainability.  
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Chapter 2 
Clarifying Issues and Selecting a Study Site 
What do we need to know? 
In Australia concerns about environmental degradation have been raised in 
many quarters, but pronouncements by natural scientists have been given 
most  prominence  in  the  popular  media.    For  example,  as  a  result  of 
newspaper reports, few West Australians can now be unaware of the serious 
salinity  problems  in  agricultural  regions18  and  Australians  generally  are 
becoming accustomed to scientists telling them how their behaviour must 
change  if  they  are  to  live  in  tune  with  their  environment.19    But  there 
appear to be few empirical studies that focus on the practical ways in which 
ecologically  sustainable  behaviour  can  be  encouraged  in  mainstream 
society.  However, an attempt has been made to promote discussion about 
this  issue  by  the  setting  up  of  a  “fundamental  questions  programme”  in 
1980  by  the  Centre  for  Resource  and  Environmental  Studies  at  the 
Australian  National  University  (Boyden,  1990:1).    In  outlining  the 
                                                 
18 Salinity is caused by rising water tables bringing stored salt to the surface as a result of 
over-clearing of natural vegetation.  Excessive salt renders the land virtually useless for 
agriculture.  Apart from general reports, a four-part series explored the salinity crisis in 
The West Australian in 1995.  “The Last Stand” by Geraldine Capp appeared in ‘Earth 
2000’ supplements: Part 1 on June 5, pp 4-5, Part 2 on June 12, pp 4-5, Part 3 on June 19, 
pp 4-5, and Part 4 on June 26, pp 6-7. 
 
19 T y p i c a l  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  e x h o r t a t i o n s  i s  t h e  s t a t e m e n t  b y  R i c h a r d  E c k e r s l e y  i n  a  
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) submission to a 
Federal parliamentary committee into Australia’s population capacity.  He said that it was 
‘imperative that Australians’ fixation on material possessions was redirected to protecting 
the environment, particularly water resources’ (“Consumption a threat: CSIRO”,  The West 
Australian,  July  8,  1994,  p  2).    More  recently,  Tim  Flannery,  whose  book,  The  Future 
Eaters ( 1 9 9 4 )  e x p l o r e d  t h e  e v o l u t i o n a r y  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  A u s t r a l a s i a n  r e g i o n ,  u r g e d  
Australians to adapt to the peculiarities of their environment, rather than trying to turn it 
into  a  European  landscape  (Smyth,  Pepita,  “Eating  Away  the  Future”,  The  West 
Australian, ‘Earth 2000’ supplement, November 23, 1998, p 11).   
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conceptual basis of the programme, Stephen Boyden noted that in the light 
of the increasing threat to the biosphere, the most desirable of the various 
future  possibilities  was  for  the  ‘dominant  culture  of  the  high  energy 
societies’ to recognise the grave dangers facing the planet and to set about 
implementing  the  necessary  changes  at  the  social  and  cultural  level 
(1990:7).  He believed this would entail a new pattern of human life which 
sought to restore and maintain a balance between human populations and 
the ecosystems of the earth. 
The Fundamental Questions Programme sought to initiate interest in 
these  matters  by  presenting  a  series  of  papers  on  the  general  theme  of 
societal values and ecological sustainability.  The papers dealt with a range 
of issues including environmental ethics, the value of religious beliefs, the 
need for trust in politics, and Aboriginal values and attitudes to the land.  
But  as  is  usual  in  academic  discourse,  each  of  these  perspectives  was 
presented  separately  and  integration  was  left  to  the  reader  and/or  the 
public  at  large.    Ecology,  by  definition,  concerns  the  relations  between 
organisms and their environment, therefore isolating the different elements 
even at the theoretical level does not seem to be the most fruitful way of 
dealing  with  the  human/nature  problem.    We  need  a  broad  systems 
approach to make sense of the many interacting forces at all levels of society 
which  are  presently  encouraging  the  perpetuation  of  ecologically 
undesirable behaviour.  
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However, the need to integrate ideas about sustainability with living 
patterns was obviously recognised by organisers at the Centre for Resource 
and  Environmental  Studies,  because  the  Fundamental  Questions  project 
was followed by the Local Sustainability Project.20  The aim of this project 
was  to  provide  educational  materials  for  courses  in  local  sustainable 
development and to contribute toward an international project working on 
sustainability indicators for local areas.  The project also aimed to support 
local efforts toward sustainability. 
A  particularly  interesting  sustainability  research  project  has  been 
developed in Canada in recent times, which examines the effectiveness of 
personal experience as a tool for change.  The Global Living Project was 
initiated to see whether it was possible for a community to live equitably 
and harmoniously within the means of nature.  The project’s first six-week 
Summer  Institute  was  held  in  1996.    It  offered  fifteen  people  the 
opportunity to learn about and to experience simple living in an evolving 
community setting in the wilderness of the Slocan Valley near Nelson in 
British Columbia.  
The  organisers  believed  that  ecologists  who  had  only  ever  seen 
degraded  environments  lacked  the  experiential  basis  to  know  what 
ecological health was.  However, when people left urban environments to 
live in situations where humans were no more than a thread in the web of 
life (the project location still supports many wild animals including deer, 
bear, cougar, coyotes and grouse), they were likely to be stimulated to find 
                                                 
20 I n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  L o c a l  S u s t a i n a b i l i t y  P r o j e c t  f r o m  t h e  f o l l o w i ng  web  site: 
http://cres.anu.edu.au/local/local.html, updated September 1, 1995.  
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new and imaginative solutions to old problems.  This was the aim of the 
project. 
During  the  six-week  Summer  Institute  participants  monitored  their 
progress in sustainable living in a number of ways.  The quantitative aspect 
was measured by applying a technique called ‘ecological footprinting’21 to 
their daily activities, while the qualitative aspect was explored by keeping a 
personal journal, developing an individual spiritual practice, and examining 
their  relationship  to  money.    The  daily  programme  included  community 
interaction  and  consensus  decision-making,  the  study  of  relevant 
sustainability  texts,  the  practice  of  artful  living  skills  (including 
permaculture),  and  actively  learning  about  the  natural  features  of  their 
environment.  Participants also shared a seven-day backpacking wilderness 
adventure. 
The  positive  experience  of  simple  living  in  a  community  setting 
facilitated changed behaviour to the point where participants in the second 
institute  were  able  to  the  reduce  their  ecological  footprint  from  10.3 
hectares to 0.9 hectares.  This ‘quantum leap toward inter-human equity’ 
was achieved while maintaining a high quality of life, as evidenced by the 
                                                 
21 ‘Ecological footprinting’ is a technique for estimating consumption and waste patterns 
which was developed by William Rees and Mathis Wackernagel at the University of British 
Columbia.  An ‘ecological footprint’ is the amount of land area (hectares per person) that it 
takes to sustain a particular lifestyle.  If the earth’s biologically productive land and sea is 
divided by the world’s population of nearly 6 billion, each person has an allocation of 2.3 
hectares.  However, the actual appropriation of land amongst the world’s people’s is far 
from equitable.  For example, people in the United States of America use 10.3 hectares 
each,  compared  to  0.5  hectares  for  the  average  person  in  Bangladesh.    Independent  of 
national inequalities, at the global level humans consume 140% of the planet’s output and 
the allocation of 2.3 hectares per person leaves nothing for the rest of the 25 million other 
species on the planet.  To cater for them, we would all need to reduce our footprint to 0.5 
hectares  like  the  average  person  in  Bangladesh.    Information  from: 
http://www.netidea.com/~jmerkel/cycle98.htm#index.  
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fact  that  many  participants  wanted  to  stay  on  after  the  programme  had 
ended. However, individuals recognised that their ecological footprint was 
still  roughly  double  the  size  that  would  be  equitable  in  terms  of  all  the 
world’s species.  The challenge of realising inter-species equity will be taken 
up by future Global Living Project participants.22 
My own project concerns behaviour closer to home; it is an attempt to 
deal with everyday ecological sustainability in an integrated fashion from 
the perspective of the non-specialist, the proverbial ‘person in the street’.  It 
deals with the values, attitudes and behaviours that need to be adopted by 
each of us if the necessary changes are to be implemented.  To do this the 
study necessarily moves away from an abstract appraisal of what it would 
mean to live more sustainably, to a much more holistic and pragmatic level 
– the level of everyday living. 
As I have noted earlier, the changes which need to occur are at the 
level of the whole society and this implies a change at the most basic, taken-
for-granted level of everyday cultural practices.  As we all know, under the 
impetus of the ordinary and everyday, the performance of regular tasks and 
activities becomes habitual, routine, predictable and ‘natural’.  And the fact 
that other individuals and families appear to be doing the same thing – to 
the extent that one really knows what they are doing in the seclusion of 
                                                 
22 I n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  G l o b a l  L i v i n g  P r o j e c t  f r o m  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  w e b  s i t e s :  
http://www.netidea.com/~jmerkel/glp.hrm#index, and  
http://www.netidea.com/~jmerkel/cycle98.htm#index. 
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their private homes – reinforces the impression that the present pattern of 
social life is immutable. 
The need for reduced overall consumption, and the increased equity 
this  demands,  would  seem  to  require  a  concerted  effort  on  behalf  of 
everyone  in  society.    And  this  would  only  be  possible  if  there  was  a 
widespread  sense  of  common  destiny,  or  community,  amongst  the 
population.    The  form  of  community  I  had  in  mind  was  not  one 
circumscribed by geography, ethnicity or special interest, but an attitude of 
inclusiveness and concern for others within one’s neighbourhood or living 
space  as  well  as  at  the  national  and  international  level.    This  seemed 
relevant since the demands of sustainability concern changes in everyday 
living habits and the majority of Western Australians live in urban areas 
surrounded by neighbours they may not have chosen as friends. 
Preliminary Explorations 
In  1991  I  designed  a  pilot  interview  schedule  to  explore  the  concept  of 
community and to identify factors which promoted community interaction.  
Twelve  adult  individuals  of  varying  backgrounds  were  interviewed,  the 
majority coming from my own general neighbourhood.  This area is depicted 
in Perth, A Social Atlas, as a location with a relatively high proportion of 
high income earners  (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1993).  The questions 
on the interview schedule were deliberately broad in order to encompass the 
many meanings of community.  They ranged from community in the family, 
through neighbourhood to the wider society with which people identify.  I 
collected  information  about  issues  such  as  identification  with  place,  
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personal support networks, relationships with neighbours and the sense of 
being part of a community or communities, as well as the physical structure 
of  neighbourhoods,  the  number  of  people  involved,  common  needs  and/or 
interests and the amount of time spent in neighbourhoods. 
My  results  confirmed  my  suspicions  that  a  sense  of  community,  as 
distinct from personal friendship networks and partial group interests, was 
largely absent.  This is how I summarised my findings: 
Modern urban dwellers have little identification with place; their 
personal well-being is closely tied up with their immediate family 
and a few close friends.  Associations with others occur mainly 
through common interests rather than common needs.  They have 
limited but cordial relations with immediate neighbours and no 
time  or  desire  for  more  extensive  contact.    They  work  hard  at 
their  occupations  and  most  of  them  believe  the  bulk  of  the 
unemployed could improve their situation if they really wanted 
to.  They are not very sympathetic to those elements in society 
which  would  impede  development  in  order  to  protect  nature.  
They are too busy to think very much about social problems and 
the search for solutions, but they are prepared to recycle waste 
and  patronise  public  transport  if  the  authorities  make  it 
convenient to do so (Lamont, 1991, preliminary notes). 
 
  In short, their social and environmental concerns are quite narrowly 
focussed  and  do  not  extend  far  beyond  themselves  and  their  immediate 
families  despite  their  generally  superior  education,  comfortable  financial 
situation  and  security  of  employment.    If  this  is  typical  of  our  affluent 
suburbs it is perhaps not surprising that solutions to pressing communal 
problems  such  as  salinity  and  unemployment,  seem  beyond  us.    It  is 
apparent,  however,  that  some  individuals  and  some  groups,  even  in  the 
midst of urban consuming society, are able to live out their daily lives in a 
more environmentally sensitive and socially responsible way than others.   
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What is it about these people’s values and their relationships with other 
people that enables them to do this?  What are the practices and processes 
that support and encourage this behaviour which we so urgently need more 
of?  
Answers  to  these  questions  required  a  vantage  point  from  which  I 
could observe and investigate these practices.  Where would I find one?  My 
preliminary  survey  pointed  away  from  the  suburbs  as  the  location  of 
changed  behaviour.    This  was  awkward,  since  most  of  the  everyday 
behaviour I wanted to observe took place there and I was keen to focus on 
that.    Perhaps  another  way  of  approaching  the  topic  would  be  more 
productive.    I  wondered  about  motivations  for  changed  behaviour  and 
whether there were groups within urban society which shared sustainable 
philosophies which could be studied.  This emphasis on urban areas was 
deliberate,  since  almost  three-quarters  of  the  Western  Australian 
population  lives  in  Perth23  and  changes  in  everyday  behaviour  here  are 
likely  to  reduce  the  pressure  on  the  environment  far  more  than  the 
exemplary self-sufficiency of a few small intentional communities located in 




                                                 
23 E s t i m a t e d  r e s i d e n t  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  P e r t h  S t a t i s t i c a l  D i v i s i o n  w a s  7 2 . 8 %  o f  t h e  S t a t e  
population in June 1993.  From Aust. Bureau Statistics, “Estimated Resident Population in 
Statistical Local Areas”, WA, 30 June 1993 Preliminary; ABS Catalogue No. 3204.5.  
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Choosing a Vantage Point for Research 
It was becoming clearer that my ‘object of study’ was the isolation of those 
values, practices and processes employed by human groups that served to 
promote  ecologically  sustainable  behaviour.    A  group  or  organisation 
committed to this goal would provide an ideal vantage point from which to 
conduct an in-depth study.  It was likely that such a group would come from 
the  ‘fringes’  of  society,  from  those  groups  which  are  experimenting  with 
alternative ways of social organisation and social interaction.  These are 
also  the  sort  of  groups  which  are  likely  to  encourage  non-materialistic 
values,  a  key  factor  in  the  development  of  an  ecological  viewpoint.    The 
focus for my study was becoming clearer; I would seek out groups of people 
or  organisations  which  were  promoting  changes  consistent  with  an 
ecologically sustainable society and become involved in their activities.  I 
would  gather  information  through  participant  observation  and  any  other 
method  that  seemed  appropriate  to  further  my  understanding  of  social 
process. 
My  search  for  appropriate  social  models  led  me  from  the  library  to 
workshops  and  seminars.    A  public  seminar  on  cooperative  housing24 
attracted me, but alas, the concept was very new to Western Australia and 
there was little to study.  In addition, housing, however imaginative, is only 
                                                 
24 H o u s i n g  c o o p e r a t i v e s  a r e  t e n a n t -managed  projects  in  which  everyone  takes 
responsibility  for  successful  operation,  whether  or  not  all  individuals  involved  have 
personal  equity  in  their  homes.    Experience  in  Australia  and  overseas  has  shown  that 
housing cooperatives facilitate community development and interaction.  In inner urban 
areas  the  consolidation  expressed  in  this  form  of  housing  reduces  the  environmental 
problems caused by urban sprawl, while in urban fringe areas these developments permit 
better planning and more productive use of land.   
  66 
part of what is required to sustain life.  I was keen to look at the issue of 
sustainable futures in a broader, more comprehensive framework. 
It was about this time – May 1992 – that Bill Mollison visited Western 
Australia and gave a series of public lectures.  The one I attended at Wesley 
College  was  sponsored  by  Curtin  University  and  attracted  a  capacity 
audience.  Mollison told the receptive assemblage about the deterioration of 
common physical assets such as soil, water and mines, about the population 
explosion and the need for the West to curb consumption.  He recalled his 
two-year  withdrawal  from  society  twenty  years  earlier  to  reflect  on  the 
problems facing humanity.  He recounted his conclusion that it was possible 
for  people  themselves  to  construct  sustainable  systems  and  he  was 
convinced that if enough people did this, changes would result.  The system 
Mollison designed, in conjunction with student, David Holmgren, was one 
which mimicked nature.  He called it ‘permaculture’, to reflect the potential 
permanence  (sustainability)  of  agriculture  and  the  permanence  of  the 
human culture that would result from its practice. 
At last I was making progress – I had found an appropriate philosophy 
to study; a holistic concept which advocated radical change in a practical 
manner, but was there an organisation of people to go with it?  Indeed there 
was  –  the  Permaculture  Association  of  Western  Australia  (PAWA)  had 
existed since 1978 and was in the early 1990s experiencing a great surge in 
membership.    Formerly  dismissed  as  a  fringe  group  of  interest  only  to 
hippies, PAWA was attracting attention from mainstream society, including 
the final report of the Community and Family Commission (1992:7) which  
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advocated  the  adoption  of  permaculture  principles  in  land  care  and 
community  building.    You  will  appreciate  why  permaculture,  or  more 
specifically, PAWA, was such an ideal vantage point from which to conduct 
my study if a brief overview of both is provided at this point. 
The History and Philosophy of Permaculture25 
Permaculture is a comprehensive concept and sometimes it seems there are 
as  many  different  permacultures  as  there  are  people  who  practice  them.  
Individuals emphasise different aspects of the concept but there are broad 
general principles accepted by all practitioners.  In a nutshell, permaculture 
refers to ‘the conscious design and maintenance of agriculturally productive 
ecosystems  which  have  the  diversity,  stability  and  resilience  of  natural 
ecosystems.    It  is  the  harmonious  integration  of  landscape  and  people 
providing their food, energy, shelter, and other material and non-material 
needs in a sustainable way’ (Mollison, 1988:ix).  Mollison believes without 
permanent agriculture there is no possibility of a sustainable social order.   
The Permaculture International Journal (PIJ) prefaces each issue with 
a  definition  of  permaculture  as  ‘a  practical  concept  applicable  from  the 
balcony to the farm, from the city to the wilderness . . . [it] encourages the 
                                                 
25 Details about permaculture have come primarily from Mollison, not because he is the 
only one who has contributed to the development of the concept – there are many – but 
because  his  writings  are  numerous,  readily  available,  and  widely  consulted  by 
permaculturists,  and  because  he  provides  a  particularly  clear  account  of  permaculture 
philosophy and practice.  I have not sought to provide a critique of permaculture because 
the  movement  as  such,  is  not  the  focus  of  my  study.    Rather,  the  philosophy  of 
permaculture and the activities of the people who practise it constitute the lens through 
which  I  identify  the  attitudes  and  behaviours  required  in  our  populations  if  we  are  to 
ensure a sustainable future.  
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individual to be resourceful and self-reliant, to become a conscious part of 
the solution to the many problems which face us, both locally and globally’.  
Permaculture  philosophy  encourages  people  to  think  carefully  about  the 
environment, their use of resources and how they supply their needs, and by 
cooperating with nature and each other, to design environments which are 
diverse, resilient and stable and able to sustain them and their families now 
and in the future. 
Self reliance and initiative are qualities permaculture tries to foster, 
and cooperative endeavour is encouraged to replace the current emphasis on 
competition.    But  the  greatest  change  we  need  to  make  as  a  society, 
Mollison believes, is the move from consumption to production, even if only 
in our gardens on a small scale.  He believes there will be enough food for 
everyone  if  only  10%  of  people  do  this.    Hence,  his  contempt  for 
revolutionaries who have no gardens and depend on the very system they 
are seeking to overthrow.  This does not mean, he says, that all of us should 
be or need to be, farmers and gardeners.  But it does mean that we need to 
use whatever skills and strengths we have to push for changes in the way 
our society operates (Mollison, 1991:169). 
The philosophy attracts people who are aware of ecological problems 
and  want  to  do  something  positive  about  them.    And  permaculture 
reassures  them  that  we  can  all  do  something  by  starting  where  we  are.  
Making  positive  changes  may  mean  consciously  using  less  energy  by, 
perhaps, refitting our house for energy efficiency or using public transport 
and sharing with friends rather than always using the car.  It may mean  
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conserving  water  by  installing  a  rainwater  tank  or  recycling  grey  water 
(without phosphates from washing powders) to the toilet or garden.  We can 
also take part in food production, perhaps not by growing our own potatoes 
but  by  buying  them  direct  from  a  person  who  is  already  growing  them 
responsibly.    Even  better,  permaculture  suggests,  we  could  organise  a 
farmer/vegetable-purchasing group in the neighbourhood (Mollison 1991:2). 
Permaculture is an ethical system which emphasises care of the earth, 
care of people, and dispersal of surplus time, money and materials toward 
these ends.  Care of the earth includes care of soils, water and atmosphere 
as  well  as  species  and  their  habitats.    It  means  active  conservation  and 
rehabilitation, and ethical and frugal use of resources.  Care of people refers 
to the provision of basic needs such as food, shelter, education, satisfying 
employment and convivial human contact. 
These ethics are expressed through an awareness of the need to design 
or  re-design  our  personal  environment.    Design  is  the  core  of  Mollison’s 
permaculture system, and it refers to the connection between things.  If the 
elements in a system can be related to each other so that the needs of one 
element  are  met  by  the  yields  of  another  element,  we  save  ourselves 
unnecessary  work  and  avoid  pollution.    For  example,  chickens  are  often 
used in a permaculture system.  Their needs are for shelter, water, a dust 
bath to deter lice, a protected roosting area and nest boxes.  Their output is 
meat,  feathers,  feather  dust,  manure,  carbon  dioxide,  sound,  heat,  and  
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methane.  Once we have this information, we are in a position to decide 
where other things should go relative to the chickens.   
Elements such as house, garden, greenhouse, orchard and so on, each 
have their own requirements and products, and these will influence how we 
relate them to the chickens in our environmental design.  We might note 
that chickens can provide some of the food needed in the house and they 
will  also  consume  many  of  the  food  wastes  produced  by  the  house,  so  it 
would be convenient to have them nearby.  The garden also provides much 
of the food for the house as well as an abundance of weeds.  The latter could 
be thrown over the fence to the chickens if they were close, and by the same 
token, their manure could easily be transferred to the garden.  And so we go 
on, considering each of the elements in our system in a functional way and 
relating them to each other to form an integrated system.  The result is a 
managed ecology. 
If well designed, the system will eventually provide for the needs of 
each of its elements in a complementary way on an ongoing basis.  At the 
same time, our own needs will be met with the minimum of effort and no 
pollution.  The principles of design are derived from careful observation of 
natural  principles  as  they  relate  to  a  particular  location.    Mollison  is 
insistent that life is cooperative rather than competitive, and he says that in 
nature life-forms of very different qualities interact beneficially with one 
another  and  with  their  physical  environment  (Mollison  1988:2).  
Permaculture encourages people to cooperate by ‘working with rather than 
against  nature’  and  learning  how  best  to  do  this  by  ‘protracted  and  
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thoughtful  observation  rather  than  protracted  and  thoughtless  labour’ 
(Mollison 1991:1). 
This results in an attitude of respect for nature which is seen as an 
expression  of  the  common  life  that  we  share  and  other  forms  of  life  are 
recognised as no less important in the scheme of things than we are.  An 
example of this attitude is the permaculture view of weeds.  They are seen 
as  pioneer  plants  -  occasionally  rampant  pioneer  plants,  but  they  are 
appreciated  as  useful,  sometimes  edible  plants  (e.g.  sorrell,  dandelion) 
which  have  an  important  role  in  holding  the  soil  together  and  bringing 
useful  nutrients  to  the  surface.    When  the  weeds  are  composted,  these 
nutrients are available to other plants. 
Bill Mollison says his philosophy is intended to speed the spread of a 
new and diverse approach to land and living.  He believes there is ‘no other 
path  for  us  than  that  of  cooperative  productivity  and  community 
responsibility’ and says this path promises a far better life for most people 
than the one they are living now (Mollison, 1991:170). 
Permaculture  officially  became  a  working  concept  in  the  mid  1970s 
when Bill Mollison and David Holmgren jointly evolved a framework for a 
sustainable agricultural system based on a multi-crop of perennial trees, 
shrubs, herbs (vegetables and weeds), fungi, and root systems.  Mollison 
coined the word “permaculture” for the system and the two men spent many 
hours working out the principles of permaculture and building a species-
rich  garden.    Those  people  familiar  with  organic  growing  principles,  and  
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biodynamic  farming  will  note  some  similarities,  but  the  permaculture 
emphasis on system design was unique.   
In  1978  Permaculture  One  by  Mollison  &  Holmgren  was  published, 
followed a year later by Permaculture Two (Mollison, 1979).  There was a 
mixed  reaction  to  the  books.    Generally  speaking,  professionals  from  the 
range  of  disciplines  covered  in  the  texts,  were  not  impressed,  but  the 
popular response was very favourable.  A late night Radio National talk 
about permaculture in May 1975 brought thousands of letters in response; 
about sixty per-cent came from women who felt invigorated because it gave 
them something real to do (Mollison, 1996:32). 
By 1979 Mollison had resigned his university position in Tasmania and 
made the promotion of permaculture his main occupation (Mollison, 1991:v).  
Before  long,  the  first  design  course  was  offered  to  a  group  of  26  people, 
many  of  whom  have  since  gone  on  to  become  permaculture  teachers 
themselves.    Since  then,  hundreds  of  men  and  women  of  all  ages  have 
attended courses on sustainable design.  There are permaculture teachers 
and permaculture practitioners all over the world and countless others who 
have  adopted  some  of  its  practices  without  declaring  themselves 
permaculturists (Mollison, 1988:ix).  In Western Australia there are now 
many  people  who  have  been  influenced  by  the  permaculture  philosophy, 
largely through the activities of the Permaculture Association of Western 
Australia. 
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The Permaculture Association of Western Australia (PAWA) 
The  Permaculture  Association  of  Western  Australia  began  in  1978  when 
interest in Mollison’s ideas was stimulated by the Australia-wide publicity 
which followed the release of Permaculture One and Permaculture Two.  An 
account of the development of PAWA by Ray Hart (1989:49) records that the 
Association  was  incorporated  in  Perth  and  the  first  newsletter  was 
published in November of that year.  Activities such as monthly meetings, 
regular  field  days,  a  free  library,  a  voluntary  seed  bank  and  bi-monthly 
newsletters were organised. 
After initial interest from the public, PAWA settled down to a steady 
membership with a peak of about 250 families.  Many people joined as a 
result of promotional activities at a series of Down to Earth Confests, but 
foundation  members  have  told  me  that  permaculture  was  seen  by  some 
outsiders as ‘rather way out’ during these early years.   
Field  days  were  the  most  popular  group  activity  and  these  events 
sometimes attracted up to 130 people.  Members valued the opportunity to 
view practical experiments with permaculture and much enthusiasm was 
generated through the exchange of ideas and ‘know how’.  The newsletter 
magazine has always been important in keeping rural members in touch 
with  metropolitan  activities.    Reports  of  meetings  and  field  days  plus 
practical  articles  about  permaculture  made  this  a  valuable  means  of 
promotion and communication.  From time to time PAWA attempted to set 
up branches outside the capital city, but limited numbers meant that these 
groups did not last for more than a few years.  
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All  this  changed  in  1992  when  a  visit  to  Western  Australia  by  Bill 
Mollison sparked intense interest.  People flocked to his public meetings 
and  numbers  sometimes  had  to  be  limited  to  the  capacity  of  the  venue!  
Membership of the Association grew by 50 persons per month.  At the end of 
1992, the Convenor noted that membership had been 230 in 1991 and was 
now  633.26  Since  then,  numbers  have  continued  to  grow,  though  less 
spectacularly.  Membership peaked at about 800, but has since stabilised at 
around  500.    Over  the  last  five  years  there  has  been  an  average  of  100 
members at each meeting, while some meetings have attracted twice that 
number. 
During the last few years the Association has encouraged the growth of 
local  groups  and  there  are  now  over  twenty  metropolitan  groups  and 
another ten in country areas of Western Australia.  Local group members 
generally  live  fairly  close  together  and  enjoy  an  informal  programme  of 
visits  to  each  other’s  properties,  demonstrations,  social  events  and  the 
exchange of goods and services as well as ideas.  For many people, the main 
focus of their PAWA membership is the local group. 
 
The Association is an umbrella for a diverse range of applied design 
activities in the following areas: 
•  Food: production, processing and storage; 
                                                 
26 N e w m a n ,  J e a n e t t e  ( 1 9 9 2 ) ,  C o n v e n o r ’ s  R e p o r t ,  A n n u a l  G e n e r a l  M e e t i n g ,  P e n i n s u l a r  
Community Centre, Perth, November 19. 
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•  Building  design:  solar  efficiency,  power  saving,  alternative 
building materials; 
•  Managing small animals: both for protein and their contribution 
to the system’s stability; 
•  Water: harvesting, minimising water use, recycling; 
•  Broad  Acre:  agroforestry,  tree  crops,  alternative  crops,  native 
crops; 
•  Economics:  ethical  investment,  bioregionalism,  social  equity, 
intergenerational equity, radical economics, LETS schemes; 
•  Community  Development:  urban  renewal,  building 
neighbourhoods,  community  gardens,  villages,  housing 
cooperatives, rebuilding rural areas (Rowell & Rowell, 1994:4). 
As a strong organisation, PAWA presents a useful case study of how 
individuals working together can minimise negative impacts on the earth 
and maximise their quality of life.  The permaculture emphasis on starting 
small enables even new members to quickly make some changes to their 
living  patterns.    Small  successes  empower  further  changes.    The  many 
PAWA  members  who  have  adopted  this  approach  enthuse  others  with 
accounts of their varied endeavours.  An atmosphere of eager optimism is 
engendered  in  the  organisation.27    This  optimistic  mood  further  fuels 
attitude  and  behavioural  changes  in  new  and  existing  members.    PAWA 
thus provided my research with a focal point from which to grapple with the 
how  question  which  has  been  underrated  in  the  ecological  sustainability 
debate.    That  is,  how  can  society  move  away  from  present  undesirable 
                                                 
27 For example, Mollison (1991:89) says of garden design, ‘if you’re having trouble knowing 
where to start, always start at the doorstep, as the house provides a central focus and an 
edge from which to work outwards’.  
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practices  to  social  patterns  which  show  more  respect  for  the  earth?  
Participant  observation  as  a  PAWA  member  enabled  me  to  investigate 
social process in an organisation dedicated to the care of the earth and care 
of people. PART II 
 
METHODOLOGY AND STUDY SAMPLE  
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Chapter 3 
Methodology: A Patchwork Quilt 
Philosophical Background 
The three-fold permaculture ethic: care of the earth, care of people, and the 
dispersal  of  surplus  time,  money  and  materials  to  these  ends,  can  be 
implemented  in  a  variety  of  ways.    The  practical  knowledge  and  social 
processes which PAWA has developed to promote this ethic are applicable to 
folk  all  over  the  world,  but  are  especially  pertinent  in  industrialised 
societies  where  many  people  have  lost  this  knowledge  and  forgotten  its 
importance.    This  study  focuses  on  PAWA  as  the  particular  ‘case’  from 
which to generate useful knowledge for the change process at the wider, 
global  level.    A  comprehensive,  holistic  study  of  this  kind  requires  a 
philosophical  understanding  of  the  research  process.    This  chapter  is  a 
record of my efforts to develop that understanding.   
  To begin with, I perceive the relations between individuals in society 
and society itself as reciprocal.  I acknowledge that society has properties 
over  and  above  the  individuals  who  make  it  up  (Penguin  Dictionary  of 
Sociology,  1984:114)  and  that  this  gestalt,  or  organised  configuration  of 
actions (Macquarie Dictionary, 1981:748), which is the result of patterned 
behaviour  of  many  different  individuals,  serves  in  turn  to  constrain  the 
individual behaviour of each person.  The dictionary goes on to describe the 
gestalt of a melody as being distinct from the separate notes, and we might  
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use  the  metaphor  to  ponder  what  the  melody  of  a  society  committed  to 
ecological sustainability might be like! 
Popular culture, based on knowledge derived from disciplinary studies 
in the behavioural sciences, often focuses on the behaviour of the individual 
without  regard  to  the  social  context  of  their  behaviour,  and  then 
admonishes the individual to change even though the social environment 
remains the same.  For example, in June 1995, on World Environment Day, 
the Western Australian Environment Minister urged each of us to find out 
what  we  individually  could  do  to  stand  up  for  the  environment,  thereby 
demonstrating  a  belief  in  an  individual  largely  unaffected  by  social 
surroundings (Foss, 1995:2).  Taken abstractly, such a view reinforces the 
notion that society is no more than a collection of individuals each seeking 
their  own  good.    In  this  view,  there  is  no  need  for  the  government  to 
promote  the  common  good  because  this  is  expected  to  emerge  if  optimal 
conditions are created for individual action. 
When translated into the research setting, this attitude is expressed in 
methodological  individualism,  a  doctrine  which  focuses  wholly  on 
individuals in society while denying the importance of the social dimension 
(Penguin  Dictionary  of  Sociology,  1984:154).    As  used  in  economics,  it 
illustrates  the  ‘fallacy  of  misplaced  concreteness’  (Whitehead,  1925:51) 
which is the presumption that the abstraction from the real thing is the 
same  as  the  real  thing,  in  this  case,  that  the  isolated  individual,  homo 
economicus, actually matches our experience of ourselves.  Another example 
from economics is the assumption that money has the same properties as  
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the concrete goods and services it symbolises.  Holistic studies that affirm 
the importance of process are a good antidote to the ‘fallacy of misplaced 
concreteness’. 
Daly  and  Cobb  (1989:33)  believe  the  universities  must  bear  some 
responsibility for present environmental and social problems because of the 
way they have encouraged us to think about the world.  The disciplinary 
organisation of knowledge in our universities and the disciplinary research 
which it fosters, encourages a high level of abstraction.  The reason is, in 
order  to  justify  their  existence,  the  specialised  disciplines  must  find  a 
subject  matter  which  can  be  clearly  distinguished  from  other  disciplines.  
The  identified  field  of  study  is  then  advanced  through  a  specialised 
methodology which selects out which features of the field are to be noticed 
and which ignored.  The abstracted results are then accepted as reality in 
the discipline.  It is just this disciplinary organisation of knowledge – Daly 
and  Cobb  call  it  ‘disciplinolatry’  to  highlight  the  devotion  of  adherents –  
which allows the fallacy of misplaced concreteness to flourish.  
Moreover, the idea that interdisciplinary studies can solve the problem 
caused  by  disciplinary  fragmentation  indicates,  according  to  the  authors, 
the extent to which the nature of the abstractions made in each discipline 
are  not  recognised.    The  mere  adding  together  of  the  findings  of  each 
discipline does not result in an adequate reconstruction of reality.  What 
was overlooked by each discipline in the selection of its subject matter does 
not  miraculously  reappear  through  interdisciplinary  cooperation  (Daly  & 
Cobb, 1989:127).  However, the authors believe there are ways to maximise  
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the contribution of the universities to the human need for understanding.  
They advocate a less abstract and fragmented approach and note that this 
is more likely to be the case when cultural anthropologists and geographers 
are included in research teams.  
In any event, the authors say it is possible for all researchers to reduce 
the distortions of abstraction.  They refer to the philosopher Whitehead’s 
twin exhortations that scholars should ‘recur to the concrete in search of 
inspiration’  and  that  professionals  should  avoid  excessive  specialisation 
(Whitehead, 1925:201,Ch. 13).  Whitehead encouraged his students to be 
responsive to the rich variety of the changing pattern of events.  He firmly 
believed  that  in  paying  attention  to  process  –  i.e.  to  continuity,  which 
includes  both  change  and  permanence  –  one  could  avoid  the  ‘fallacy  of 
misplaced concreteness’ and find significance in new experiences (Bixler, in 
Schilpp, 1941:489).   
In acknowledging the wisdom of these insights, this study focuses on 
the concrete and everyday.  This means dealing with life in all its variety 
and complexity in a way which does not fit any single discipline.  This has 
led  to  a  crossing  of  disciplinary  boundaries,  and  as  a  result  the  study 
includes  elements  of  many  usually  distinct  areas  of  scholarship,  such  as 
environmental science, economics, anthropology, sociology and psychology, 
to  name  a  few.    All  are  part  of  everyday  life  and  living,  and  a  holistic 
approach cannot ignore their insights when dealing with an issue as broad 
and important as the continuation of life on earth.  
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Nevertheless, I recognise that one can only study wholes by achieving 
an understanding of the parts, and especially the interconnections between 
them.  The complexity of wholes led to the development of general systems 
theory in the early decades of this century, as a means of capturing those 
qualities which parts assume by virtue of their relation to other parts.  A 
systems approach serves to balance the prevailing stress on reductionism 
and  mechanism  in  research,  but  at  the  pragmatic  level  these  theoretical 
developments did not lead to an alternative means of learning about wholes 
(Phillips, 1976, Ch. 4)   
What  systems  theory  does  offer  is  a  reminder  that  things  are  more 
complex  than  they  appear;  that  our  knowledge  is  limited  and  that  the 
integration of knowledge is essential for human understanding.  Indeed, an 
understanding of the nature and functioning of the universe should be a 
major goal of research efforts and this entails a move beyond the limitations 
of specialisation (Rogers, 1995).  In essence, it seems to me that a systems 
approach  is  a  point  of  view  or  an  orientation  to  research,  rather  then  a 
methodology  in  the  usual  sense  of  that  word.    In  my  case,  it  entails  a 
constant  movement  between  the  individual  and  particular  elements,  and 
the wider more general cultural milieu created by the interaction between 
individuals and the environment. 
In this study, access to the particular is obtained in a number of ways: 
through  personal  experience  and  participant  activity  and  observation,  on 
the  one  hand,  and  through  the  comparative  responses  to  a  largely 
quantitative  survey  on  the  other.    Access  to  the  whole  is  obtained  more  
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indirectly, through reflection on my observations and a creative integration 
of the separate elements, together with an analysis of other people’s ideas in 
relation to my own experience and observations. 
A holistic point of view can often be very abstract for the simple reason 
that it is easier to see the whole at some distance from the elements that 
make it up.  However, I did not wish my work to be one more study which 
prescribed the changes needed to ensure human survival in the long term, 
but which did not take account of where we were now, what we were doing 
and why, and more importantly, what processes were needed to change our 
collective behaviour.  Again, the way to avoid producing results that do not 
add to our understanding, is to make the study concrete.  This has been 
achieved through my involvement in practical activity and the gathering of 
empirical  data.    At  the  same  time,  I  have  endeavoured  to  relate  my 
understanding  to  the  wider  context  and  this  has  involved  consciously 
abstracting  from  it,  analysing  it  and  projecting  effects  beyond  the  given 
situation. 
As  an  empirical  researcher,  then,  I  have  not  attempted  to  remove 
myself and my influence from the study in favour of an ‘objective’ analysis of 
the situation.28  To the extent that this means a ‘view from nowhere’, it 
could be argued that there is no such thing; that all vision is embodied and 
                                                 
28 My personal research position has been formed primarily by anthropological insights 
concerning  the  creation  of  knowledge.    The  anthropological  tradition  accepts  that 
individual  perspective  and  outlook  on  life  is  the  result  of  socialisation  in  a  particular 
culture, and students are made aware that research will be biased unless these formative 
influences are recognised.  It seems to me that feminist scholars have contributed to this 
methodological  approach  by  extending  and  developing  the  emphasis  on  the  personal. 
Feminists have drawn attention to the effects on perception of socialisation in specific roles 
within cultures – specifically the effect of gender roles, all of which points to the need for a 
great deal of self-awareness when engaging in the research process.  
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occurs  in  a  particular  location.    Knowledge  constructed  from  a  partial 
perspective will then be appreciated as situated knowledge, i.e. knowledge 
derived  from  a  particular  location  at  a  particular  time  in  particular 
circumstances.  Only such an acknowledgement of partial perspective offers 
promise of objectivity, according to the feminist Haraway (1988:583).  This 
enlightened  view  of  objectivity  includes  accepting  responsibility  for  the 
interpretations  we  make  of  the  world.    So  there  is  no  problem  in  using 
oneself as a tool in the gathering of data if one accepts that all knowledge is 
situated.   
In my own study I found this ‘objective subjectivity’ unavoidable, but I 
have  endeavoured  to  verify  my  experience  and  put  my  subjectivity  into 
perspective  by  comparing  it  with  other  people’s  experience  in  similar 
situations.  A survey sent to a random selection of members in the case 
study organisation, was used for this purpose, as well as to provide basic 
information  about  the  private  practices  of  members.  Having  established 
which environmentally sound practices have been fostered by this voluntary 
organisation, I go on to analyse the social processes which have brought 
these  practices  into  being.    Furthermore,  I  have  extrapolated  from  the 
concrete and particular behaviour of members of this organisation to the 
effects  this  might  have  if  those  behaviours  were  multiplied  X-number  of 
times in industrial society. 
My study could be likened to a patchwork quilt; there’s a bit of this and 
a bit of that, but the bits are assembled to form a pattern.  This pattern 
illustrates some of the social processes which promote ‘greener’ behaviour  
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and which may speed up the rate of change if they were more consciously 
and  actively  promoted  by  governments.    The  holistic  orientation  and  the 
patchwork quilt design called for a mixed methodology and this approach is 
the favoured mode of feminist researchers. 
Briefly, a holistic orientation frequently means the use of more than 
one  method  in  the  interests  of  ‘scientific  credibility  and  research  utility’ 
(Reinharz, 1992:197).  Reinharz notes that women’s research is ‘driven by 
its  subject  matter’;  she  shows  how  a  variety  of  methods  allows  the 
researcher  to  link  ‘past  and  present,  data  gathering  and  action,  and 
individual  behaviour  with  social  frameworks’  (1992:213).    An  attempt  is 
usually made to reveal the process by which knowledge is generated and to 
provide sufficient information for the reader to evaluate the findings.  The 
feminist researcher engaged in a long-term study sees herself rather like a 
‘traveller on a journey’ and there is no pretence at pseudo-objectivity for we 
researcher-travellers. 
I like the image of the researcher as a traveller; it serves to emphasise 
research as a journey of discovery in which what will be discovered is not 
known at the outset.  Understanding is something which then develops over 
time.  Moreover, this traveller has a self and a body and makes no attempt 
to  claim  a  disembodied  objectivity,  but  accepts  the  vulnerability  of  a 
personal past and a present which may be affected by the discoveries of the 
research  journey  (Reinharz,  1992:212).    The  proclaimed  awareness  by 
feminists of the effect of their personal self on the conduct and discoveries of  
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research, serves to demystify the production of knowledge, and this should 
have the added advantage of breaking down barriers between professional 
researchers and others.  In all of these aspects my own work expresses a 
‘feminist’ method of operating. 
It  might  be  worthwhile  in  passing  to  locate  my  study  within  two 
broadly different approaches to formulating research problems in the social 
sciences as discussed in the literature (Brewer and Hunter, 1989:57).  The 
first assumes that the researcher is thoroughly familiar with the relevant 
research  literature,  and  that  the  research  problem  will  be  structured  in 
terms of a major hypothesis suggested by that literature.  Data are then 
collected in the context of a formally defined problem.  The aim here is to 
test  theory  and  to  add  to  the  accumulation  of  knowledge  in  a  particular 
field, and some social scientists consider it the only acceptable way to go 
about research.  
However,  there  is  a  second,  equally  valid  approach  which  aims  to 
generate new insights and new theories through the process of research.  
This approach begins with little more than ‘sensitising concepts’, defined as 
a general notion of the area of interest or object of study, but it is expected 
that this may alter in subtle ways as new empirical observations are made.  
This is an approach which is likely to elicit new discoveries, problems and 
hypotheses and ultimately new theories.  It is a useful approach in areas in  
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which little research has been done or in broad areas which are written off 
as too complex to be amenable to scientific investigation.   
Both  approaches  have  strengths  and  weaknesses;  the  first  makes  it 
relatively  straightforward  to  test  theory  and  to  add  knowledge,  but  may 
stifle questions and prevent discoveries which a more open-ended approach 
might  permit,  while  the  second  may  have  difficulty  in  arriving  at  any 
conceptualisation of the problem and may limit understanding by focussing 
too narrowly on the here and now.   
I think it will be apparent that my orientation to research has more in 
common  with  the  second  approach.    My  object  of  study  deals  with  the 
unsustainability of the present pattern of everyday life, a holistic concept 
which cannot meaningfully be broken down into segments, but observations 
at an appropriate study site may suggest the values and behaviours which 
may  lead  to  appropriate  change,  and,  conversely,  which  attitudes  and 
practices  are  impeding  social  transformation.    This  open-ended  approach 
generally results in grounded theory, i.e. theory which is grounded in data 
which  have  been  systematically  obtained  by  various  methods  of  social 
research  (Glaser  &  Strauss,  1967).29    The  aim  of  grounded  theory  is  to 
produce useful knowledge about society which is not so highly abstract that 
it bears little relation to people’s actual lives, nor so tied to empiricism that 
                                                 
29 I use the term grounded theory in a general way to refer to the emergence of theoretical 
ideas  during  the  process  of  investigation  rather  than  as  a  reference  to  these  authors’ 
specific  approach  to  research.    In  addition,  the  term  ‘grounded’  seems  particularly 
appropriate for a study that emphasises respect for the earth (ground) and a need to focus 
on very basic social processes (‘down to earth’).   
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it has little to say beyond the immediate situation (Penguin Dictionary of 
Sociology, 1984:108). 
Describing something well requires an understanding of it and since 
this presupposes an appreciation of the way it is related to other parts of the 
whole, it is also an explanation.  Such an ambitious goal obviously requires 
a  wealth  of  data  and  this  is  obtained  through  various  methods.    I  have 
already mentioned the formulation of the research problem, i.e. the object of 
study  and  the  consideration  behind  the  choice  of  a  site  from  which  to 
observe  this  problem/object.    Since  they  are  not  the  same  thing,  it  is 
important not to confuse the study site or ‘case’ with the object of study, 
hence my consistent warning to myself that it was not the Permaculture 
Association of Western Australia that I was studying, but the ecologically 
sustainable values, processes and practices which it fosters. 
An adequate theory or generalisation based on empirical data should 
be  an  aid  to  understanding  and  action.    While  it  can  never  be  entirely 
successful in predicting social behaviour because individuals who act and 
the  settings  within  which  they  act,  are  so  variable,  the  generalisations 
produced by social science, which can be understood in terms of ‘if A and B 
and  C,  then  .  .  .’  propositions,  can  provide  useful  guidelines  to  expected 
behaviour.  I do not believe we can ask for more than that.  
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Chapter 4 
Details about the Research Methods Used 
Case study 
Case studies have been criticised as being insufficiently precise and lacking 
objectivity  and  rigour  (Yin,  1988:10),  but  such  assertions  rest  on  a 
misunderstanding of what these studies seek to achieve.  It is the desire to 
understand complex social phenomena in which the elements involved are 
difficult  to  isolate  and  impossible  to  control,  which  predispose  the 
researcher to select a ‘case’ as the most appropriate means of achieving this 
end.  Often, but not always, the focus will be on a single case, whereby the 
object  of  study,  i.e.  the  complex  phenomenon  in  question,  can  be  seen 
holistically such as it is experienced in real life.   
My  research  ‘case’,  i.e.  the  Permaculture  Association  of  Western 
Australia  (PAWA),  can  be  seen  as  representative  of  urban  groups  which 
promote more frugal, self-sufficient and cooperative behaviour – behaviours 
which I argued in the introduction were necessary if sustainability was to 
be achieved.  Likewise, conclusions derived from my ‘case’ are not restricted 
to  PAWA  but  are  generalisable  to  other  human  groups  where  these 
behaviours  are  evident  too.    As  Jacques  Hamel  puts  it  in  Case  Study 
Methods, ‘the generality of the case is not statistical but “analytic”, because 
it is derived from the analysis of the case that is presented as the preferred 
vantage point’ (1993:44).    
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Hamel  (1993:37)  goes  on  to  quote  mathematicians  who  refer  to  this 
process of moving from the particular case to that which it is representative 
of, as a movement from the local to the global.  In quantitative predictions, 
the move from local to global is achieved through statistical extension, but 
there  is  a  second  way  this  move  can  be  made  and  that  is  through  the 
identification of singularities.  This approach is employed by the case study 
–  it  exists  as  a  singularity  which  expresses  the  global  at  a  concentrated 
point.  The attention to complexity mentioned above is illustrated here. 
Early users of the case study approach believed the village was the 
social unit which would provide an understanding of the culture as a whole.  
But as society became more complex and the focal point of life shifted from 
the country to the cities, village life no longer represented a microcosm of 
the  whole.    Case  study  researchers  then  focussed  on  the  working  class 
family as a social unit which they believed reflected the main features of the 
society.  When it became clear this unit was also inadequate to the task, the 
choice of unit shifted to sections of the cities such as neighbourhoods and 
ethnic groups (Hamel, 1993: Ch.1).  At the same time, there was a general 
movement  away  from  holistic  studies  in  favour  of  partial  issues  which 
promised more certainty in results.  The more narrowly defined and limited 
study could be approached with the methods similar to those used in the 
natural sciences, and this strategy appealed to many researchers.   
For a while the work of social scientists became ever more specialised 
and  removed  from  the  totality  of  the  lives  that  were  being  studied.  
However, the desire of scholars to understand complex modern society has  
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seen  the  pendulum  move  back  once  again  to  embrace  case  studies.    The 
major concern of researchers in finding an appropriate unit of study is the 
desire  to  depict  the  particular  case  study  as  representative  of  a  defined 
phenomenon.  But the question of whether a case is representative or not 
depends  on  the  reasons  why  it  was  selected  in  the  first  place  (Hamel, 
1993:23).  Hence, the representativeness of a case will depend on the object 
of study and whether it affords opportunities for observation.  As Hamel 
(1993:2)  puts  it,  the  aim  of  a  case  study  is  ‘to  highlight  the  features  or 
attributes of social life’ according to some specified research problem.  And 
as I have said, my study concerned the values, practices and processes of 
social life which promoted sustainable behaviour in urban society.   
You could say that these features which were the focus of my study 
concerned the more ‘microscopic’ aspects of sustainable behaviour, but to 
the extent that the results are generalisable, the scope of the study may be 
considered macroscopic (Hamel, 1993:37).  I have already discussed this in 
terms of analytic generalisability, but the inclusion of a survey among the 
methods  used  in  the  study  enabled  a  statistical  comparison  to  be  made 
which permits generality by extension as well. 
Occasionally, case studies are contrasted with what are seen as other 
research methodologies or styles of research as Brewer & Hunter (1989:25) 
like to call them.  Surveys, experiments, histories, archival analysis and so 
on, are then seen as alternatives (Yin, 1988: 13).  But case studies are more 
fruitfully  understood  as  an  approach  in  which  a  number  of  methods  are 
utilised  to  achieve  the  desired  goal  (Hamel,  1993:1).    The  use  of  several  
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different  methods  in  one  study  has  particular  benefits,  since  the  various 
methods each have their own limitations and weaknesses and these can be 
countered by corresponding strengths in another method (Brewer & Hunter, 
1989:11).  The term ‘triangulation’ is sometimes used to refer to the use of 
multi-methods  (Reinharz,  1992:197;  Jayaratne  &  Stewart,  1991:91),  and 
this  strategy  generally  focuses  on  a  variety  of  ways  of  measuring  some 
social phenomenon, but at other times it is an alternative term for multi-
method.  However, I would agree that multi-method is an approach to be 
used at all stages of the research process from problem formulation to final 
analysis (Brewer & Hunter, 1989:11), with the aim of better research. 
Case  study  research  is  inherently  multi-method  and  its  ability  to 
provide  a  rich  account  of  the  phenomenon  under  study  is  due  to  its 
flexibility in data collection (Brewer & Hunter, 1989:45).  This approach to 
research  employs  various  methods  with  the  aim  of  describing, 
understanding  and  explaining  some  phenomena  (Hamel,  1993:388).    The 
case study overcomes the limitations of the various methods by combining 
the  strengths  of  several.    For  example,  my  study  employs  participant 
observation to ground and test my understanding of the social processes of 
sustainable behaviour; it uses literature and various documents to set the 
context of the study; and it utilises material from a survey to examine the 
extent to which these behaviours and supporting attitudes were present in 
the organisation under study. 
The  strength  of  the  survey  lies  in  its  ability  to  provide  data  about 
populations too large to interview, but the data that can be obtained are  
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limited to the kinds of topics that can be dealt with in written form.  Data 
are also limited by the respondents’ comprehension of the questions when 
written and the degree of flexibility permitted in responses, although in my 
survey this was considerable. 
Non-reactive research in my study is restricted to literature analysis 
and  occasional  observations  of  events  without  active  participation.    This 
latter  is  basically  a  passive  means  of  data  collection  which  occasions  no 
particular  reactions  from  the  subjects  under  study  and  which  can  be 
assumed to be free of researcher-influence on the events under study.  But 
it  is  also  limited  to  what  is  available  either  for  observation  or  collection 
(Brewer & Hunter, 1989:45). 
While the case study represents the approach I adopted for my study, 
the various methods used to obtain data which have already been touched 
on will be discussed in more detail in the following sections.  Chief among 
these was the method of participant observation. 
 
Participant Observation 
The case study, using the method of participant observation, has long been 
the method of choice for anthropologists.  Faced with the complexity of a 
culture very different from their own, the only way anthropologists could 
understand  what  was  going  on  was  by  immersing  themselves  in  it  and  
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learning by doing, just as other recruits to the culture were required to do.  
Accounts by anthropologists of their field work experiences in other cultures 
show how difficult (and ultimately rewarding) this adult socialisation can 
be.  See Middleton (1978), Whyte (1984), and Perry (1989) for examples of 
the slow process of gradual understanding which occurs through personal 
involvement in a foreign culture.  Despite the difficulties, the ethnographic 
accounts (i.e. descriptions of ethnic patterns of living), which resulted from 
this method of gathering data were presented as accurately and objectively 
as possible.  
Nevertheless,  an  ethnography  can  only  ever  be  an  account  of  a 
particular  cultural  pattern  in  terms  of  how  it  differs  from  the  one  with 
which  the  researcher  is  familiar.    As  such,  comparison  is  built  into  the 
method, but by the same token, this feature creates the possibility of bias at 
the outset.  For this reason, anthropologists have always been aware of the 
need for self-awareness.  The term ‘reflexivity’, which refers to the tendency 
‘to reflect upon, examine critically, and explore analytically the nature of 
the research process’ (Fonow & Cook, 1991:2) represents self-awareness in 
relation to research, and to the extent that the self is fully engaged in the 
research process, this awareness needs to be as broad as possible.  Some 
anthropological  practitioners  have  even  suggested  that  all  researchers 
should be psycho-analysed before they venture into the field to ensure their 
awareness  of  personal  biases!    Feminist  scholarship  has  enlarged  our 
understanding  of  the  context  of  human  action  by  bringing  the  effect  of 
gender differences to our attention.  We now know, for example, that gender 
can be the basis of quite serious bias in social research.  Doubtless, earlier  
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anthropologists responded tacitly to gender barriers in the field but without 
being fully aware of the limitations in knowledge this could entail.  Not only 
can  one’s  gender  affect  what  is  observed  in  the  field,  but  it  can  also 
determine the reactions of others to one’s self.  I shall discuss this point in 
more detail at a later stage in relation to my field work role. 
Anthropological  studies  usually  start  with  a  general  focus;  they 
operate  according  to  ‘a  logic  of  discovery’  (Kaplan,  quoted  by  Jorgensen, 
1989:18) and aim to build theories grounded in concrete human realities.  
Usually a limited period of time is spent in the field gathering data on the 
‘natives’, before a return to academia to analyse the material and write it up 
in suitably erudite format.  In my study, by contrast, the ‘natives’ are people 
like me and the ‘field’ is everyday life.  This fact raises the issue of what it 
means to do field work in one’s own society and even whether it is really 
possible.  
The main argument in anthropology against researchers’ working in 
their  own  society,  is  the  tendency  to  take  for  granted  many  routine 
behaviours  which  may  lead  to  relevant  and  significant  items  being 
overlooked  (Mewett,  1989:79).    The  assumption  of  ‘otherness’  which 
anthropologists  traditionally  took  to  their  study  sites  in  third-world 
countries  or  distinct  and  marginal  sub-cultures  within  their  own  society, 
permitted a characteristic approach to research and analysis (Muetzelfeldt, 
1989:58).  However, the concept of ‘otherness’ can be consciously adopted as 
a methodological tool by treating the familiar as if it were ‘other’.  When 
coupled with observation from a particular point of view, this orientation  
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can provide the necessary distance for accurate reporting (Hamel, 1993:26).  
It is the research intention which transforms the familiar into the strange – 
‘the other’ – not some detached objectivity. 
Knowing what is required does not make it easy to achieve unbiased 
reporting.    The  research  process  in  participant  observation  methodology 
entails a breakdown in the distinction between subject and object, and we 
researchers are obliged to learn to take a dual view of ourselves; we are at 
once  ‘participant  and  observer,  source  of  data  and  analyst,  subject  and 
object’ (Muetzelfeldt, 1989:56).  The use of personal experience and insight 
to spark detached analysis, is, of course, quite familiar to feminists.  They 
are aware that the boundary between one’s life and the field site disappears 
during an ethnographic study in one’s own society.  Data relevant to the 
topic being researched may come primarily from a particular sub-setting, 
but in a complex society every field setting is immersed in a larger social 
context.    This  means  that  relevant  information  can  be  obtained  from 
everywhere at all times (Reinharz, 1992:55).  There is no easy removal of 
oneself from the ‘site’ of one’s study for the field researcher, so cultivation of 
a dual vision becomes a necessity and its expression a way of being in the 
world. 
Unlike  the  anthropologist  in  a  foreign  culture  who  frequently  uses 
socially marginal individuals to provide a bridge to the meanings of social 
action, the researcher at home personally constitutes the bridge between 
her background of theoretical knowledge and the object of study (Vidich,  
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1969:83).  This bridging role has the effect of marginalising the researcher’s 
perception of herself which functions to reinforce the dual view of the self as 
a distancing mechanism.  I found the very fact of asking myself whether, 
and in what way, PAWA members were finding new ways of living, affected 
my own relationship to the activity in question.  For example, I couldn’t just 
enjoy  mulching  my  garden  and  planting  vegetables,  I  was  always  at  the 
same time wondering what this activity was achieving in terms of social and 
ecological sustainability. 
Involvement in the field highlights the importance of the social context 
in  shaping  behaviour.    One’s  own  reactions  to  particular  situations  and 
events remind one that there are always reasons why people behave as they 
do.  Interpretations about these reasons are more likely to be accurate when 
partly  based  on  personal  experience.    This  fact  serves  to  underline  my 
conclusion that there is no reason why research using an anthropological 
perspective  in  one’s  own  society  cannot  be  just  as  effective  as  that  in  a 
foreign culture, providing one remains aware of the problems of familiarity.  
On the other hand, there are some distinct advantages in this mode of 
research,  in  particular,  as  I  have  mentioned,  a  reduced  potential  to 
misunderstand  the  meaning  of  social  action.    For  traditional 
anthropologists,  unfamiliarity  with  the  local  language  (at  least  initially) 
allowed them to adopt a detached position in relation to the study culture 
which  seemed  to  offer  the  desired  scientific  objectivity.    But  this  very 
detachment sometimes led to quite invalid conclusions about the meaning of  
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people’s behaviour.  In discussing the issue, anthropologist Peter Mewett 
refers to a colleague who entered the field with a well-defined view about 
the issues he wished to investigate.  It was only when writing up the study 
that he began to have doubts about his research procedures.  Later when he 
took the opportunity of returning to the field and spent time learning the 
culture  (i.e.  becoming  involved  in  the  society)  without  defining  what  he 
wanted to study beforehand, he came to a very different understanding of 
the  people  than  his  first  study  had  revealed  (1989:82).    Thus,  through 
personal involvement the researcher may develop sound, well-grounded and 
defensible statements about social reality. 
Moreover, it could be argued that personal involvement and personal 
familiarity with the language of social intercourse is essential for any valid 
account of social reality, no matter what additional sources of evidence may 
be advanced to support a particular interpretation (Hughes, 1980:93/4).  In 
addition,  our  subjective  experiences  and  interpretations  need  to  be 
supported by description and argument, as well as related to our personal 
history, to enable the reader to evaluate the evidence. 
Field Work Role 
I wish to look now at the various approaches to participant observation that 
have traditionally been identified and locate my mode of operation within 
them.  They range from the complete observer through the participant-as-
observer  (more  observer  than  participant)  or  the  observer-as-participant  
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(more  participant  than  observer)  to  the  complete  participant  (Jorgensen, 
1989:56).  The researcher may adopt a particular role throughout the study 
or may perform multiple roles according to the situation, as I did in PAWA.   
In my case this latter was not difficult because of the broad focus of the 
organisation.  Like me, most members were especially active in favoured 
areas, interested in many others and mere observers or non-participants in 
some aspects of the work of the organisation.  There were no organisational 
restraints on the information available or the relationships I was able to 
establish within PAWA, apart from those I set myself in order to limit the 
field of observation.  As a member of the Association, I was free to nominate 
myself  to  serve  on  the  governing  committee  or  volunteer  for  various 
organisational  tasks.    And  once  I  had  obtained  my  Permaculture  Design 
Certificate, I was invited to join the Permaculture Institute of WA (PIWA), 
a body made up of professional permaculture practitioners. 
For  reasons  to  do  with  time  (PAWA  committee  members  habitually 
complained  of  being  too  busy  to  practice  permaculture!)  and  research 
purposes,  I  limited  my  involvement  to  attending  meetings  regularly, 
initiating  some  permaculture  gardening  practices  and  worm-farming, 
taking an active role in my local permaculture group, writing articles for the 
newsletter, occasionally attending field days and serving on the inaugural 
PermaLETS sub-committee.  In addition, I completed the Introduction to 
Permaculture course and later on the 72-hour (10 day) Permaculture Design 
Certificate course.    
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Through all these degrees of involvement I was able to observe others 
and reflect on my own activities through keeping detailed notes and from 
time to time analysing the themes emerging out of my observations.  This 
range of involvement meant that a wide range of situations and individuals 
were available to me for research purposes.  There was no problem that I 
might  ‘go  native’,  or  ‘become  the  phenomenon’  which  has  always  been  a 
worry for anthropologists, because I was, in a very real sense, already a 
native.  Awareness of my research purpose continued to provide sufficient 
distance for analysis to occur, and my similarity to others in the field meant 
that I was unlikely to fall victim to the complete observer’s ethnocentric ‘me 
and them’ outlook or ‘my culture versus their culture’ mentality (discussed 
in Gold, 1969:37). 
The disadvantage of the participation/observation model which shows 
involvement as a continuum, is that participation is seen in opposition to 
observation.    In  actual  fact  most  of  us  are  quite  adept  at  performing 
multiple  roles  in  our  everyday  lives,  and  as  Jorgensen  (1989:56)  says, 
skilled and self-conscious investigators are able to participate intensively 
and  extensively  while  at  the  same  time  experiencing  and  observing  the 
world  around  them.    The  issue  is  really  which  role  will  best  enable  the 
worker to become an insider, a person who understands and experiences the 
world in a similar way to the subjects of the study.  Jorgensen (1989:56) 
strongly believes that accurate reporting depends on the involvement of the 
researcher.    If  the  worker  remains  aloof  and  distant  physically  and 
emotionally from the object of the study, the likelihood of misunderstanding 
the meanings that people attach to their existence increases.  Subjective  
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involvement allows the researcher direct access to what people think, do, 
and feel from multiple perspectives.  Moreover, I found that as an insider, 
you can always compare your own responses to those of other members. 
For  me,  an  added  advantage  of  participant  observation  as  a 
methodology was that it allowed me to overcome the dualism of thought and 
action  that  pervades  the  positivist  and  many  other  modes  of  research.  
Feminists  recognise  that  this  form  of  research  allows  the  researcher  to 
synthesise  the  expressive  and  instrumental  ways  of  being,  in  a  strategy 
which recognises the value of each (Glennon, 1983:260).  Such an approach 
befits  a  holistic  study  such  as  mine  and  highlights  the  importance  of 
personal experience.   
At a more radical and fundamental level I was also concerned with 
dualism  in  terms  of  the  research  project  itself.    It  could  be  argued  that 
present lifestyles perpetuate ecological unsustainability through the time-
use  associated  with  the  separation  of  paid  work  and  the  rest  of  life.  
Research activities are usually included in the work category (although not 
all of us are paid for our labours) and maximum waking hours in the day 
are devoted to them instead of other ‘less important’ activities.  Add in the 
fact that most research is concerned with issues unrelated to the personal 
experience  of  the  researcher,  as  well  as  the  practical  life-sustaining 
activities which enable the research function to take place at all, and you 
end up with a full-blown and powerful dualism which is rarely recognised as 
such in academic discourse.  It is simply accepted as the political context of 
occupational life.  
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Until  fairly  recently,  forms  of  rationality  considered  appropriate  to 
academia have not included personal experience of the everyday in what 
was  traditionally  a  largely  male  environment  (Morgan,  1981:100).    The 
emphasis  was  on  argument  and  the  presentation  of  evidence,  but  this 
verification did not take place within life’s processes, but afterwards when 
the  researcher  was  detached  from  the  real-life  surroundings  which 
generated  the  data.30    As  one  feminist  researcher  has  put  it  rather 
scathingly, ‘this empirical research is forever engaged in the dissection of 
corpses’ (Mies, 1991:66). 
Leaving aside the obvious rejoinder that it is difficult to write theory 
while  simultaneously  engaging  in  other  activities,  we  may  note  that  the 
connection between one’s everyday life and ‘higher order’ reflections about 
it, is, of course, personal experience.  And for those of us who spend much of 
our lives ministering to the needs of the everyday, and believe this aspect of 
life is worthy of social research, personal experience is a powerful form of 
learning.    In  everyday  life  we  modify  our  responses  and  reevaluate  our 
notions of causation and efficacy in the midst of the performance of various 
activities.  And if praxis31 is possible at this mundane level, a systematic 
application  of  the  same  approach  can  surely  be  put  to  productive  use  in 
                                                 
30 Detachment from the source of research data has become even more pervasive with the 
use of computer modelling for analysis and prediction.  In the field of ecology, for example, 
some researchers admit to having no interest in living organisms whatsoever, but they 
relish the challenge of extrapolating from limited empirical data. 
  
31 Praxis refers to the unity of theory and practice, a term used by Marx to denote the 
special value of the theoretical insights arising from the practical activities of those who 
were working to change the world (See Fontana Dictionary of Modern Thought, 1983:676).  
It is not surprising that feminists have found the term useful or that it should appear to be 




social research.  This brings us to consider action research and the form in 
which it has been used in my project. 
Action Research 
The term ‘action research’ is most commonly used for research conducted in 
organisations, in conjunction with the management.  The researcher (in the 
role of consultant) helps those with the problematic situation to bring about 
desired  changes.    The  situation  is  carefully  observed  to  account  for  the 
changes  that  occur  and  the  means  which  were  successfully  employed  in 
bringing them about.  This form of research exemplifies the unity of practice 
and theory, and yet as a form of applied research it has not traditionally 
been  as  highly  regarded  as  ‘pure’  research  in  which  the  researcher 
‘objectifies’  the  items  under  observation  and  attempts  to  remove  or 
minimise personal influence. 
The more personal influence is removed, the more reliable the results 
will be in the sense that a different researcher is likely to derive the same 
conclusions.    But  in  qualitative  research,  there  is  a  trade-off  between 
reliability  and  validity.    The  more  reliable,  the  less  valid,  because  the 
results  are  further  removed  from  everyday  life  meanings  and  usage.  
Reliability – or repeatability, as it is thought of in the natural sciences – 
concerns the likelihood of a procedure being repeated with identical results.  
In  the  social  sciences,  the  degree  of  control  necessary  to  achieve  this 
outcome is only possible in an ‘artificial’ laboratory situation.  Obviously, 
this  lack  of  control  over  the  ‘objects’  of  study  would  be  of  considerable  
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concern  if  the  only  aim  of  research  was  to  discover  ‘laws’  which  govern 
phenomena and which might permit even more control over them.   
However, much of social research aims to understand a given set of 
circumstances or particular patterns of behaviour, and repeatability is not 
necessary for this.  Participant observation, for example, is preoccupied with 
defining  concepts  by  their  meaning  in  the  lives  of  real  people  and  this 
approach  results  in  highly  valid  concepts  (Jorgensen,  1989:36/7)  which 
further our understanding.  And if a different participant observer brings a 
different perspective to bear on a site of study, our understanding is likely 
to  increase  even  more.    As  a  result,  conclusions  will  be  even  more 
dependable  and  valid,  and  in  this  sense  reliability  is  interrelated  with 
validity.  
One  of  the  means  by  which  valid  results  are  arrived  at  in  action 
research  is  through  access  to  information  which  might  not  be  as  readily 
available to the non-involved researcher.  Regarding the criticism that an 
activist role in the organisation will affect the data under observation in a 
way  that  remaining  as  unobtrusive  as  possible  would  not,  we  can  easily 
argue that the latter approach does not guarantee objectivity because the 
mere act of observing can influence outcomes (Cole, 1991:159). 
William Foote Whyte has had considerable experience in this form of 
research.  He describes participatory action research as ‘research in which 
some  of  the  people  in  the  organisation  or  community  under  study 
participate  actively  with  the  professional  researcher  throughout  the  
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research process from the initial design to the final presentation of results 
and discussion of their action implications’ (1991:20).  This is certainly not a 
description of the way my research proceeded.  I took a more conventional 
approach in that I determined the ‘issue’ I wished to examine and I had full 
responsibility  for  designing  the  research  methodology,  applying  it  and 
interpreting the research data. 
But it had the potential for active participation from PAWA members 
in  that  I  requested  feedback  to  the  pilot  survey  and  indicated  my 
preparedness to include questions of specific interest to them.  In addition, I 
was actively involved in the initiation and implementation of the LETS32 
within the organisation.  Subsequently, in my role as Trading News Editor 
on  the  sub-committee,  I  informally  monitored  the  progress  of  this  group 
barter  system  on  behalf  of  the  Association  and  communicated  this 
information to other members via the Trading News (which accompanied 
the  Trading  Sheet)  and  the  organisation’s  newsletter.    My  approach  to 
research permitted a much greater level of involvement from PAWA than 
that which actually occurred.  There are probably several reasons for this. 
Firstly,  my  involvement  in  the  organisation  coincided  with  a  large 
increase in the membership and the committee was stretched to the limits 
creating  appropriate  mechanisms  to  cater  for  them.    Although  the 
philosophy of the organisation is broad, the emphasis on practical measures 
in repairing the earth and creating productive systems, meant that a focus 
on  more  nebulous  social  factors  was  not  perceived  as  terribly  important.  
                                                 
32 LETS refers to Local Exchange & Trading System – a form of group barter. 
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However, the committee was prepared to allow me to survey members of the 
Association and provided some practical assistance for the task.  Another 
reason for limited committee involvement was probably my position as a 
relative  newcomer  to  PAWA.    The  few  committee  members  who  were 
interested  in  social  issues  did  not  welcome  a  study  of  their  organisation 
which was not under their control, and declined to participate in the survey. 
My orientation to research upholds the belief of many feminists that 
analysis should support action for fundamental social change, albeit with 
open-ended goals (Reinharz, 1992:175).  This kind of feminist research is 
largely reflected in its ‘statement of purpose’ which then entails a particular 
choice  of  method,  researcher’s  role,  and  so  on.    Reinharz  notes  that  this 
approach  is  shared  by  other  social  groups  which  advocate  radical  social 
change (1992:175), but she makes no mention of the green movement in this 
context.  However, ecofeminists link their experience of oppression with a 
corresponding  mal-treatment  of  the  environment.    The  green  movement 
itself  has  attracted  most  support  when  actively  campaigning  for  the 
conservation of natural resources.  Action to change the social practices of 
mainstream  society  which  puts  pressure  on  these  resources  is  far  more 
limited,  though  when  linked  to  analysis  would  serve  ‘to  promote  the 
reunification  of  life  and  thought,  action  and  knowledge,  change  and 
research’ (Mies, 1991:68).   
So while my project does not fit any particular model of action research 
it  does  have  the  goal  of  promoting  social  change  in  common  with  other 
forms  of  action  research.    The  fact  that  this  aim  was  also  the  broadly  
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defined purpose of my study ‘case’, allowed me to evaluate present practices 
in the organisation as well as actively supporting new initiatives.  This level 
of  involvement  was  greater  than  that  usually  assumed  of  participant 
observation and closer to the descriptions provided by various workers who 
define  their  research  style  as  participatory  action  research  (PAR)  (see 
Whyte, 1991).  Like these PAR researchers, I believe that one of the most 
important professional contributions social scientists can make is by taking 
part in the creation of new social mechanisms.   
Contributions  of  this  kind  involve  the  study  of  forces  that  lead  to 
change and the diffusion of new ideas (Karlsen, 1991:150) and, as Morgan 
(1983a:399) says, ‘the validity of this kind of research in social science rests 
ultimately not on abstract explanation or interpretive understanding, but in 
the  action  capacities  and  effectiveness  of  the  change  that  the  research 
creates’.  The study is validated when the same practices and processes are 
effective in producing similar results in other settings.  
Personal Experience as a Research Tool 
Emotions and feelings (which underlie so much of our behaviour) can be 
very  difficult  to  investigate,  so  personal  experience  is  a  major  means  of 
gaining access to this important aspect of human existence.  It can generate 
an understanding of particular ways of life and provide a way of verifying 
impersonal and abstract meanings (Jorgensen, 1989:94).  In addition, for 
feminists, involvement in the research process serves to ‘repair’, as they put 
it,  ‘the  project’s  pseudo-objectivity’,  by  which  they  mean  the  tendency  to  
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pretend that the person conducting the research has no effect on what is 
discovered.    Instead  of  personal  experience  being  deplored  as  a 
contaminating feature, the researcher can view it as an opportunity for her 
to explain how she came to do the project and what her involvement is.  It 
provides a means of merging the public and private, and thereby helps to 
undermine one of the pervasive dualisms of our day (Reinharz, 1992:259).  
The  reader  will  note  the  various  ways  in  which  I  have  expressed  my 
agreement with this strategy throughout the research. 
Some  feminist  researchers  utilise  their  emotional  responses  to  alert 
them to seek answers as to why they feel a certain way towards a particular 
person,  situation  or  activity  with  which  they  are  involved.    In  this  way, 
critical self-reflection can make emotion a significant source of knowledge 
(Mies,  1991:78).    The  experience  gained  from  participant  observation 
enabled  me  to  balance  verbal  information  gained  from  informal 
conversations  and  questionnaires  with  non-verbal  observations  of  others, 
and to relate this information to context, and the way in which the pattern 
of social behaviour and meanings changed over time. 
As well as being a tool in the process of research, subjective experience 
and our critical self-reflection on it can, according to (the feminist) Mies, 
provide a basis from which to judge other theories opposed to our own.  She 
believes its strength lies in the fact that it takes real life, with its ‘subjective 
concreteness  [and  its]  societal  entanglements’,  as  its  starting  point,  and 
deals with that (Mies, 1991:66).  Certainly, the mundane everydayness of  
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our  lives  is  not  often  the  subject  of  research,  particularly  in  relation  to 
environmental degradation but, when we include subjective experience, a 
bridge is created to the meanings our physical and social surroundings hold 
for us.  These meanings are crucial for the interpretation of behaviour and 
they can be used to initiate further investigation. 
One way of dealing with the issues raised by personal experience is by 
means of the ‘first person narrative’.  In philosophy, the method is used to 
describe  accounts  of  personal  experience  to  discuss  philosophically 
important issues that include aspects usually ignored by traditional ethical 
discourse (Warren, 1990:134).  I have used a modified version of the first 
person narrative to describe my responses to some of the new experiences 
offered  by  permaculture  and  then  to  explore  the  extent  to  which  these 
responses were shared by other PAWA members. 
Field Relations 
Some aspects of field relations have already been touched on.  I alluded to 
the  primacy  of  gender  relations  and  these  can,  in  some  circumstances, 
determine who the researcher has access to and the type of social activities 
which are available for observation.  Gender, as such, was not a problem in 
PAWA as the membership was equally divided between the sexes.  Women 
were as conspicuous as men in organisational positions and frequently took 
a leading role as convenors of the Association.   
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However, it could be observed that professional permaculturists, i.e. 
those who gained their income largely from the practice of permaculture 
pursuits, such as organising training courses, designing systems for clients 
or marketing products and devices to support permaculture practices, were 
almost  all  male.    This  tendency  was  to  change  during  the  course  of  my 
involvement with the Association.  As members increased in number, more 
females completed the certificate course and began businesses and diploma 
projects  of  their  own.    Increasingly,  they  indicated  their  ‘professional’ 
ambitions  by  joining  the  more  exclusive  Permaculture  Institute  of  WA 
(PIWA as distinct from PAWA) and initiated female-led training courses for 
others. 
The variety of gender roles provided by PAWA posed no problems for 
participant observation.  Where I did encounter some resistance, at least 
partly related to gender, was in seeking permission from the committee to 
survey  members  of  the  Association.    Two  males  raised  various  concerns 
about  the  conduct  of  the  questionnaire  and  clearly  were  less  than 
enthusiastic about my plans.  However, the remainder of the twelve-person 
committee were quietly supportive; I was given permission to conduct the 
survey and arrangements were made for me to be provided with a list of 
members’ names and mailing stickers.  I learnt later from the Convenor 
that the possibility of a survey of the members had previously been raised 
at a meeting, so the opportunity of participating in my project at minimal 
cost to the Association, should have been welcomed by everyone.  Despite  
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my position as a relative newcomer to the organisation at that time (twelve 
months membership), the project provided scope for the active involvement 
of,  and  modification  by,  committee  members,  and  could  easily  have  been 
seen as mutually beneficial.33 
Work  in  the  field  over  a  four-year  period  provided  me  with  many 
opportunities to evaluate early impressions about organisational practices 
and  individual  behaviour  in  the  Association.    For  example,  it  initially 
appeared  as  if  the  Committee  functioned  as  a  closed  group  because  the 
Annual General Meeting was presented with a list of persons nominating 
for vacant positions, rather than a call for nominations.  Persons on the list 
were then ‘approved’ rather than elected by the meeting.  A number of other 
newcomers  also  noticed  and  queried  this  behaviour.    As  soon  as  their 
interest came to the attention of office-bearers, they were quickly coopted 
for  committee  tasks.    The  PAWA  constitution  permits  the  cooption  of 
members for committee positions and ideally the whole membership of 800 
would be associated with one or more specialised tasks.  The organisation 
actively promotes participatory democracy and it is much easier to become 
involved  than  it  is  to  resist  excessive  involvement!    The  practice  of 
compiling a list of potential office-bearers before the AGM had developed 
initially because there were limited members to take on the many tasks 
                                                 
33 The kind of reception my project received from the objecting committee members can be 
seen as the expression of a defence mechanism on behalf of the subjects of research.  Two 
forms of defence have been identified: one may be related to the personality of the field 
member vis à vis the researcher and the other to the social organisation as it is expressed 
through the individual (Argyris, 1969:117).  Subsequent involvement with PAWA generally 
and with these two individuals in particular, confirmed to me that this form of defensive 
behaviour  was  personal  rather  than  a  characteristic  of  the  culture  of  the  organisation.  
PAWA’s culture was open and inclusive within a broad framework of shared values.  
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relevant to the organisation.  It continued because it expedited the business 
meeting and allowed members to enjoy the social and educational aspects of 
the occasion without undue delay. 
  Regarding  the  possibility  that  I  or  any  other  researcher  may 
misinterpret behaviour or be deceived by individuals, it has been noted that 
this  is  more  likely  with  quantitative  forms  of  inquiry.    With  face-to-face 
interaction continuing over time, the researcher has many opportunities to 
compare her own responses to those of others and she can also observe non-
verbal as well as verbal behaviour.  This additional information will modify 
or confirm earlier impressions. 
My decision to survey the Association was ratified with a 71% response 
from  members.    They  were  generally  cooperative  and  frequently  added 
information to qualify their answers.  One respondent wrote in the space for 
comments, “I wouldn’t have completed this questionnaire if you were not a 
member, but since you are, it was my pleasure”.  I believe this fact was 
extremely important in eliciting support from other members, too.   
In terms of participation in the organisation generally, those who knew 
me simply accepted me as a member like anyone else.  It is possible that 
some of the local group members who were less involved with the central 
organisation and rarely or never attended meetings, would have seen me as 
‘more  serious  about  permaculture’  than  they  were  because  of  my 
involvement  and  participation  in  training  courses.    My  conduct  of  the 
survey would have reinforced this impression.  
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When chatting to a local group member in connection with refining the 
questionnaire,  I  realised  how  ill-informed  some  members  were  about 
environmental issues.  After clarifying the format of various questions, we 
went on to discuss water use.  I personally feel strongly about the need to 
conserve water in our dry continent, but she admitted that she had a lot of 
sympathy with what she called ‘the Aussie she’ll be right’ attitude.  This 
attitude appeared to take it for granted that nature could take care of itself 
regardless of how humans used resources.  This incident further confirmed 
for  me  how  well  the  Association  represented  the  Western  Australian 
population – many members could hardly be described as conservationists. 
In general, my relationship with PAWA members was similar to my 
relations with people generally.  And this, Reinharz notes, tends to imply ‘a 
nurturing  impulse  that  is  reciprocated’  simply  because  women  practice 
ethnography differently from men (1992:67).  Certainly, I have always made 
a conscious effort to break down barriers, both real and perceived, between 
others and me and the better they know me, the more likely they are to 
respond spontaneously.  For example, on a number of occasions I thought I 
detected a measure of anti-academic or perhaps anti-intellectual sentiment 
amongst  some  members,  usually  couched  in  terms  of  how  impractical 
academics  were,  and  this  appeared  to  be  the  result  of  limited  personal 
contact.  I’ve noticed that since people have become familiar with me, and 
by extension, my academic ecologist husband, this attitude has diminished. 
While I find it challenging to consider views different from my own, I 
am not reticent about trying to change other people’s minds if I feel strongly  
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about an issue!  I believe that in connection with environmental awareness, 
a  narrow  view  of  the  necessity  for  changed  social  practices  is  as  easily 
related to limited awareness through experience and education, as it is to 
ideology.  Moreover, the specific ways we need to change are by no means 
obvious,  and  insights  are  as  likely  to  arise  from  these  initially  ‘less-
enlightened’ people as from others.   
Regarding the adoption of specific roles in field work, these can vary 
over  time,  as  do  field  relationships.    The  point  is  not  the  type  of 
relationships involved, although the researcher needs to be able to create a 
role for herself which ‘enables self-respect, allows her to gather information 
and . . . ensures her personal safety’, but the fact of the researcher’s self-
awareness  or  reflexivity  (Reinharz,  1992:64,76  &  Jayaratne,  Epstein  & 
Stewart, 1991:99).   
Participant observation methodology accepts the impossibility of value 
freedom in scientific research and this means the researcher must always 
remain aware of how personal values can affect not only what is observed 
but relations with others as well.  The fact that my own values were broadly 
similar  to  other  PAWA  members  meant  that  I  did  not  have  to  resort  to 
subterfuge to gather information.  As far as ethical behaviour in the field is 
concerned,  the  situation  pertaining  to  participant  observation  is  very 
different  from  experiments  in  psychology  or  medicine.    In  this  respect  I 
agree with the view that the ‘researcher interacts with people under the 
ordinary conditions of their daily lives and consequently has no more or less 
of an ethical obligation to the people encountered in the course of research  
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than  would  be  had  under  other  everyday  life  circumstances’  (Jorgensen, 
1989:28).    The  situation  is  more  complicated  however,  when  it  comes  to 
publishing the results of research in the field, especially if the material has 
been obtained by dubious means. 
Ethical behaviour, for me, however, included accepting the obligation 
of returning ‘something of value’ to the people who were providing me with 
data.  Whether this was specific information on a survey form or informal 
communication  through  mutual  involvement  in  PAWA  activities,  I 
endeavoured to reciprocate.  On the one hand, this meant reporting on the 
demographic aspects of the organisation in an article in the newsletter for 
all members, but specifically for those who participated in the survey and 
with  whom  I  was  unlikely  to  have  personal  contact,  and  on  the  other, 
offering praise and admiration for the efforts of fellow members towards the 
development of a permaculture lifestyle.  My work on the PermaLETS sub-
committee represented a further expression of reciprocity at the practical 
and theoretical level. 
Quantitative Data 
As  mentioned  earlier,  case  studies  utilise  various  methods  to  obtain 
information, and my study was enhanced by the inclusion of survey data 
and material from the Australian Bureau of Statistics.  Some feminists have 
rejected statistically-based forms of research because of sexist-bias in the 
way they have sometimes been collected and applied, despite the fact that it 
was seen as a ‘peculiarly feminine’ activity in the US in the early twentieth 
century  because  of  the  tedious  and  painstaking  nature  of  the  work  
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(Reinharz, 1992, Chap. 4).  However, the potential for abuse of the method 
should not blind us to its value as a research tool, particularly in enabling 
us to generalise from a small group to a larger one. 
In  my  study,  in  addition  to  participating  in  PAWA  activities  and 
observing interactions among members, it seemed important to gain some 
idea of how these experiences affected the private practices of individuals.  
It was possible to observe the effect to some extent on local group members 
and  individual  members  whose  properties  were  the  subject  of  field 
excursions.  Monthly meetings also provided a forum for the exchange of 
information about private practices.  But I had no idea how representative 
these sites of activity were within the organisation as a whole. 
In addition, I was keen to verify my own observations and impressions 
of the movement by comparing them with the experiences and ideas of other 
members.    I  decided  to  survey  the  membership  to  provide  answers  to 
questions which could be quantified, to balance the more qualitative data 
which  I  was  obtaining  through  participant  observation.    I  utilised  the 
understanding gained from my own experiences to compile a questionnaire 
which  was  then  modified  on  the  basis  of  feedback  from  several  PAWA 
members.  Helpful information about the presentation of topics came from 
Robinson  &  Shaver  (1973)  regarding  attitudes  and  values,  while  various 
Australian  Bureau  of  Statistics  publications  provided  the  appropriate 
format for demographic questions. 
More than half of the questions in the survey could be described as 
objective,  in  that  no  qualifying  statements  were  needed  to  answer  them,  
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others required a judgment on the part of the respondent in relation to their 
personal situation, while others were evaluative in terms of life experience.  
See copy of “Questionnaire to PAWA Members” at Appendix 2, page 400.  In 
the questions which required judgment or evaluation the respondents were 
able  to  qualify  their  answers  through  my  provision  of  a  choice  marked 
‘other’, which also gave them the opportunity to provide more details.  The 
open  choice  was  an  attempt  to  overcome  the  ever-present  danger  that 
respondents may not assign the same subjective meanings to items as that 
intended  by  the  researcher  (Hughes,  1980:96).    This  possibility  was 
minimised in my case by the fact that I was also a member of PAWA and 
shared the same ‘universe of meaning’; nevertheless, it was important to 
address it. 
An additional safeguard to ensuring valid results was provided during 
analysis  when  survey  data  were  examined  in  relation  to  information 
obtained by other methods.  This cross-referencing also enabled the more 
qualitative data obtained from the questionnaire to be scrutinised in the 
light of my experience of permaculture practices and my knowledge of their 
effects on individuals. 
In  August  1993,  three  hundred  questionnaires  were  mailed  to  a 
random  sample34  of  ordinary  PAWA  members  (i.e.  not  life  members, 
                                                 
34 The random sample was selected for me by the member who maintained the membership 
data base on his computer.  He told me he selected the sample by taking every second name 
from  an  alphabetical  list  of  names  and  addresses  of  ordinary  members  in  Western 
Australia.    This  resulted  in  just  over  300  names,  so  the  excess  names  were  randomly 
deleted.    Since  my  name  appeared  on  the  list,  I  maintained  the  random  nature  of  the 
survey by completing a questionnaire too.  Occasionally, more than one name appeared at a 
particular address, so I selected the respondent-to-be by tossing a coin.  Each name was 
then assigned a number based on its position in the data record.   
 118 
interstate members, corporate bodies, or organisations), including fifty-two 
country post codes.  My letter requesting cooperation and a supporting note 
from the PAWA Convenor, accompanied the questionnaire (see Appendix 1, 
page 399).  Three weeks later more than half of the questionnaires had been 
returned  and  a  follow-up  letter  was  sent  to  the  remainder.    By  mid-
November two-hundred and fifteen survey forms had been returned.  This 
return rate represented 71% of the sample, and about one-quarter of the 
PAWA membership; an excellent response which indicated a high level of 
interest and cooperation from PAWA members. 
  Permaculture  values  came  through  in  the  way  the  questionnaires 
were returned – about fifteen percent of respondents removed the final page 
(which  provided  space  for  comments  and  criticism)  to  save  on  return 
postage.  Quite a few people returned the postcards (which I had expected 
them  to  return  separately  to  preserve  their  anonymity)  in  the  survey 
envelope,  for  the  same  reason.    One  respondent  enquired  whether  the 
envelopes were recycled – unfortunately they were not.  Obviously these 
values are not unique to permaculture adherents – the point is, they occur 
more frequently in situations where the social ethos supports them.  
One  third  of  respondents  took  the  trouble  to  write  in  the 
comment/criticism  space  on  the  questionnaire  and  a  number  of  people 
requested a copy of the results or said they would like to see them published 
in the newsletter.  A summary of the results together with several graphs 
and tables appeared in the September 1994 PAWA Newsletter and a more  
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detailed report was given to the PAWA Convenor to distribute to committee 
members. 
Most of the questions were processed using the computer statistical 
package  SPSSx    (Statistical  Package  for  the  Social  Sciences).    Rowland, 
Arkkelin & Crisler’s text on SPSSx  (1991) was very helpful in dealing with 
the data.  Some of the more complex survey questions could not easily be 
computer-processed and these were analysed by hand.  The results of some 
questions  were  cross-tabulated  with  the  results  of  others  to  provide 
additional information.  Statistical tests were undertaken where necessary 
to assist interpretation of results. 
While  215  people  returned  their  questionnaires,  not  all  respondents 
answered every question.  The total number on which specific results are 
based is shown where relevant.  Due to rounding, not all percentages in the 
tables add up to 100%. 
 
Summary of Methodology 
In short, this is a holistic study which uses the case study as a point of 
departure to discuss the issues involved in bringing about more ecologically 
sustainable lifestyles.  This methodology uses a number of methods – in 
particular,  participant  observation,  experiential  data,  action  research, 
documentary information and survey data, to gather evidence to support 
the  argument  that  a  number  of  factors  are  of  critical  importance  to  the 
process of change.  The study is based on three main sources of information:  
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1. Written records of participant observation activities. 
2. Information and data from permaculture publications: 
•  Newsletters, 
•  Magazines, 
•  Course materials, 
•  Books. 
3. Data from the survey I conducted among PAWA members.  
 
This material has been supplemented by: 
•  Information from daily newspapers, 
•  Journal articles and books concerned with issues of ecologically 
sustainable development, and 
•  Other literature concerning general sociological concepts. 
Results arising from the broad scope of these sources seemed to point to 
some reasonably consistent conclusions.  The following pages are an account 
of  what  I  found  as  I  interacted  with  the  people  of  the  case  study  and 




Characteristics of Study Sample and Comparison  
with W.A. Population 
Before  discussing  the  activities  of  PAWA  members  and  the  interactions 
between them, let us look at the demographic characteristics of the group 
and how they compare with the WA Population.  This is useful because if it 
can be shown that the membership of the Association reflects the general 
characteristics  of  the  wider  population  of  WA,  it  can  be  argued  that  the 
values and methods by which PAWA encourages more sustainable lifestyles 
are  potentially  open  to  everyone.  For  this  purpose  I  have  obtained 
comparable  statistics  for  a  number  of  key  characteristics  from  the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. These figures come mainly from the 1991 
Census of Population and Housing, though some have been more recently 
updated. 
To put the exercise in perspective, it needs to be remembered that we 
are comparing a sample of 215 people from a membership of 800 plus, of the 
Permaculture  Association  of  Western  Australia  (PAWA),  with  a  State 
population of over one million adults (1,149,538 persons aged 20-85 years 
and over).  Percentages of each group are used for comparative purposes. 
Ages of PAWA members ranged from 22 years to 83 years, with about two-
third  of  members  aged  between  twenty-five  and  forty-five  years  of  age 
(68%).  In total, 71% of the membership were under 45 years old.  Another 
20% were aged between 45 and 60 years of age (based on 208 responses).  A  
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comparison  of  these  figures  shows  that  the  percentage  of  PAWA’s 
population in the age groups from 45-69 years is comparable to the wider 
population,  but  when  we  look  at  the  25-44  age  group,  we  find  PAWA's 
population  is  over-represented.    In  fact,  71%  of  PAWA's  membership  is 
under 45 years, compared with 59% of the wider population. See Figure 1.  
However, these figures may not differ from the demographic profile of other 
community groups where the active population would also be between the 
ages  of  twenty-one  and  sixty,  with  the  most  active  in  comparable  age 
categories to those of PAWA members. 
 












































Figure 1.  Age: Comparison of PAWA with W.A. Population.  
W.A. population figures adapted from Table 4, "Estimated Resident Population by Age and 
Sex,  W.A.  1992",  in  Demography  W.A.  1992,    Australian  Bureau  Statistics,  Canberra, 
A.C.T. Catalogue No. 3311.5. 
 
Sex:  According to results, there are slightly more males (54%) than females 
(46%) in the organisation (based on 210 responses) which is similar to the 
W.A. population.  See Table 1.  
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Table 1.  Sex:  Comparison of PAWA with W.A. Population. 
 
Sex  PAWA  W.A. pop. 
Male  54.3  50.2 
Female  45.7  49.8 
Total       100%  100% 
 
W.A. population figures from Table 4, "Estimated Resident Population by Age and Sex, 
W.A." at 31 Dec. 1992 (1,666,081 persons) in Demography W.A. 1992,  Australian Bureau 
Statistics, Canberra, A.C.T. Catalogue No. 3311.5. 
 
Country of Birth:  More than two-thirds (70%) of PAWA members were 
born in Australia.  Of the rest, 19% were born in the United Kingdom and 
11% came from other places.  Of this latter group, the biggest proportion 
came from New Zealand (6 people), followed by southern Africa (5 people), 
then  the  U.S.A.  (4  people).    Countries  represented  by  one  person  only 
included Canada, Burma, Sri Lanka, Japan and the Netherlands (based on 
211 responses). 
Of the 30% of members who came from overseas (63 people), 6% had  
been in Australia forty years or more, 16% had been here for thirty years, 
nearly  half  of  them  (43%)  had  been  here  for  about  twenty  years,  29% 
arrived during the last ten years and 6% were recent arrivals (1990's). 
A comparison of these figures with those for the W.A. population show 
that close to 70% of both groups were born in Australia and the biggest 
proportion  of  other  settlers  came  from  Europe  (ABS  figures  include  the 
former  USSR).    However,  while  the  U.K.  figured  prominently  in  both 
groups, the W.A. population includes a reasonable number of Italians which 
is  not  obviously  reflected  in  PAWA's  membership.    Two  other  countries  
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which are over-represented in PAWA's figures (albeit by very small overall 
numbers)  are  Africa  (mainly  the  southern  African  region)  and  North 
America,  while  South-East  Asia  is  under-represented.    These  latter 
countries, however, represent only a small percentage of the total Western 
Australian  population,  so  the  make-up  overall  of  the  two  groups  is  not 
significantly different.  See Figure 2. 
 
Birthplace:  PAWA  members/W.A.  population
Birthplace
Percentage  of  people


















Figure 2.  Country of Birth: Comparison of PAWA with W.A. Pop-
ulation. 
W.A. population figures from Table 5, "Birth place of persons”, 'Population: Summary of 
Characteristics  of  Persons'  in  Demography,  W.A.  1992,  Australian  Bureau  Statistics, 
Canberra, A.C.T.  Catalogue No. 3311.5. Origin of settlers. 
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People born overseas, excluding visitors, who arrived prior to 1981 came 
mainly from the United Kingdom (51.6%), Italy (8.8%) and New Zealand 
(4.6%).  Almost two-thirds (65%) of overseas-born PAWA members came to 
this  country  before  1980  and  one  might  have  expected  a  few  Italians 
amongst them but none are included in the Europe & USSR figures, while 
U.K.  born  people  are  well-represented,  as  are  those  from  New  Zealand 
(included  in  'Other  Oceania').    ABS  summary  continues  by  noting  that 
people  who  arrived  in  the  1990-1991  period  came  mainly  from  the  U.K. 
(32.8%),  New  Zealand  (8.1%)  and  Malaysia  (7.3%).    PAWA  membership 
reflects  the  figures  for  the  U.K.  and  New  Zealand  but  Malaysia  is  not 
represented.      Information  from  Census  Characteristics  of  Western 
Australia, 1991 Census of Population and Housing, ABS, 1993, Catalogue 
No. 2710.5. 
 
Location of members:  Analysis of responses showed that 83% of PAWA 
members  are  located  in  metropolitan  Perth,  with  60%  in  the  central 
metropolitan area.  Members are represented - often quite thinly - in most 
local government areas in Perth with Stirling Council having the biggest 
number at 17%, followed by Perth (now divided into three new towns and a 
capital city council), 15%.  Mundaring and Melville councils were next with 
8% and 7% of members respectively, then Armadale and Wanneroo with 6% 
each.  Percentages in the rest of the councils ranged from 5% to less than 
1%. (More detail in Table (1) at Appendix 3.)  See Figure 3. 
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Figure 3.  Location of PAWA Members in Metropolitan Perth: (% of 
metro. respondents in statistical areas of Perth). 
(Statistical areas of Perth, WA, defined by ABS at June 1990, adapted from “WA Municipal 
Directory”, 1993/4, p. 29) 
 
  Only 17% of respondents lived in country areas and most of these 
people lived in the south-west of the State.  The largest clusters of PAWA 
members were to be found in the general regions of Mandurah, Bunbury- 
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Collie  and  Albany-Denmark,  with  thinner  representation  as  far  east  as 
Esperance  and  Kalgoorlie.    Others  lived  north  of  Perth  in  the  Toodyay-
Gingin and Geraldton-Dongara regions with a few in the far north of the 
state (Carnarvon, Broome, Kununurra).  Most of these respondents were 
quite  isolated  physically  from  other  PAWA  members  (based  on  202 
responses). 
 
Location  in  Metropolitan  Perth
























Figure 4.  Location in Metropolitan Perth: Comparison of PAWA 
with W.A. Population. 
W.A. population  figures from Table 1, "Estimated Resident Population in Statistical Local 
Areas  W.A.”,  30  June  1993  Prelim.,  in  Australian  Bureau  Statistics,  Canberra,  A.C.T., 
Catalogue No. 3204.5. 
 
  With  respect  to  location,  figures  from  the  two  groups  show  that 
PAWA is more urbanised than the general W.A. population.  Eighty-three 
percent of PAWA members live in metropolitan Perth, compared with an 
estimated 72.8% for the W.A. population as at 30 June 1993.  And in terms  
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of  location  in  statistical  areas  of  metropolitan  Perth,  only  in  the  East 
Metropolitan area (includes the local government areas of Swan, Mundaring 
and Kalamunda) and the South-East Metropolitan area (includes Belmont, 
Canning,  Gosnells,  Armadale  and  Serpentine/Jarrahdale)  are  the 
percentages roughly equivalent.  PAWA members are under-represented in 
the North Metropolitan area (Wanneroo) and the South-West Metropolitan 
area (includes Cockburn, Kwinana, Rockingham) and over-represented in 
the Central Metropolitan area (includes Stirling, Bassendean to Claremont 
to Fremantle to Melville and South Perth) by five times compared to the 
rest of the population. 
Marital Status & Children of PAWA Members.  The biggest proportion 
of members are married (61%), a further 8% are in de facto relationships, 
19% are single and 12% are separated/divorced or widowed (based on 211 
responses).  More than one-third of respondents (36%) had no children; 11% 
reported one child; just over one-quarter (26%) had two children; 17% had 
three children and 9% had four or more (based on 209 responses).  Of the 
children  of  members  for  whom  information  about  ages  was  given  (282), 
almost half (48%) were adult, i.e. 18 years and over.  The other half was 
divided  between  pre-schoolers  (22%),  primary  school  age  (18%)  and 
teenagers (12%).  Individual members may, of course, have children in more 
than one age group. 
 
How does this compare with the W.A. population?  In terms of marital 
status,  the  categories  were  not  directly  comparable  to  those  used  by  the  
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Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS).  It used legal categories, viz never 
married rather than single; separate categories for separated and divorced,  
and no category for de facto.  In order to make a rough comparison, I have 
grouped separated with divorced and de facto with married and compared 
the two groups through these categories.  Results show a similar pattern 
with perhaps slightly more married PAWA members than in the general 
population.  This difference is probably explained by the age profiles of the 
respective groups.  See Figure 5.   
 

















Figure 5.  Marital Status: Comparison of PAWA with W.A. 
Population. 
NB  'Single / de facto' PAWA statistics are compared with 'never married' in W.A. populat-
ion figures. 
 W.A. population figures from Table 5, "Population: Summary of Characteristics of Persons" 
counted in W.A. at the census of Population and Housing, 6 August 1991,  in Demography, 
W.A. 1992, Australian Bureau Statistics, Canberra, A.C.T., Catalogue No. 3311.5. 
 
Comparison of the number of children was difficult because the only 
relevant  statistics  available  for  the  W.A.  population  was  for  number  of  
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children in dependent child families.  My figures provide number of children 
for PAWA members who reported having children but not whether or not 
they are dependent.  Half of all the 'children' were adult, i.e. 18 years and 
over, but given the educational values of PAWA members, many of these 
young people are still likely to be financially dependent on their parents.  
Bearing in mind these problems, all we can conclude from Table 2 is that 
there probably is not a great deal of difference between the two groups.  It is 
interesting to note that 41% of both groups have two children. 
 












One   17  35 
Two   41  41 
Three or more  41  23 
Total          100%          100% 
W.A. population figures adapted from Table 4.6 “Number of Children in Dependent Child 
Families in June 1986”, from 1986 Census of Population and Housing, Women in Western 
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Figure 6.  Educational Qualifications of PAWA Members. 
NB Qualifications are coded according to the highest level listed by respondents. 
The category “self-taught through life experience” was included to provide a positive choice 
for members with limited formal qualifications. 
 
We  can  see  from  this  graph  that  about  one-third  have  Bachelor’s 
Degrees, but only 4% have a higher degree.  The next highest qualification 
listed is a Diploma (hospital-based nursing training has been included in 
this category) which is held by 20% of respondents and the same percentage 
holds a TAFE Certificate or equivalent (including  various trade certificates 
and  industry-based  training).    Another  21%  have  no  post-secondary 
qualifications  but  have  gained  skills  through  life’s  experiences,  often 
augmented  by  various  short  courses.    Sixty  per  cent  of  these  people 
remained at school until age 16 years or longer.  More than one-third of 
respondents listed more than one qualification, indicating a range of trained 
skills in practical as well as intellectual areas.  A number of respondents 
were engaged on studies at the time of the survey. 
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Figure 7.  Educational Qualifications: Comparison of PAWA with 
W.A. Population. 
W.A.  population  figures  adapted  from  Table  12,  "Qualification  Field  by  Qualification 
(highest)  by  Sex”,  in  Census  Characteristics  of  Western  Australia, 1 9 9 1  C e n s u s  o f  
Population and Housing, ABS, 1993, Catalogue No. 2710.5.  
 
As the bar graph shows, the main difference between PAWA and the 
WA  population  is  a  reversal  of  the  percentages  for  degree  or  higher  and 
skilled vocational training, i.e. more PAWA members have degrees than in 
the  general  WA  population  and  fewer  members  have  TAFE  training  or 
equivalent.    The  other  categories  are  either  equivalent  or  difficult  to 
ascertain  with  any  degree  of  certainty  since  the  categories  used  in 
comparison are not identical. 
Employment:    ABS  figures  for  Western  Australia  show  that  62.7%  of 
persons of 15 years and over were in the labour force in 1991, with 37.3% 
not  in  the  labour  force.    Of  those  in  the  labour  force,  12.4%  were  
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unemployed.  By contrast, 80% of PAWA members were in the labour force 
with 3% of respondents unemployed.   
WA population figures from Table 1, "Selected Characteristics: 1981, 1986, 1991 (all 
persons)" in Census Characteristics of Western Australia, 1991 Census of Population and 
Housing, ABS, 1993, Catalogue No. 2710.5. 
In  this  characteristic,  considerably  more  PAWA  members  were 
employed  and  considerably  fewer  were  unemployed  than  in  the  wider 
population.  This may be a reflection of generally high levels of initiative 
shown  by  members  as  well  as  the  effect  of  being  part  of  an  active 
community network.  This situation, in turn, is likely to lead to a greater 
sense of efficacy for members of the permaculture community in promoting 
change, a matter which is discussed in more detail later. 
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Figure 8.  Occupation of PAWA Members.  (Based on information in Table 
(2) at Appendix 3) 
While the graph features number of people in each category, results 
are discussed in percentages here for ease of comprehension.  It is clear that 
the biggest occupational category amongst PAWA members is professional   
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(32%), followed by tradespersons (11%), and managers and administrators 
(10%).    Altogether,  almost  two-thirds  (62%)  of  respondents  were  in 
occupations  which  involved  formal  training.    Another  high  category  was 
home duties (11%) then retired persons and clerks  (both 6%).  Only 3% were 
unemployed  at the time of the survey. 
 
Occupation:  PAWA  members/W.A.  population
(employed  persons)
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Figure 9.  Occupation: Comparison of PAWA with W.A. Population. 
W.A. population figures from Table 15, "Occupation by Sex”, in Census Characteristics of 
Western Australia, 1991 Census of Population and Housing, Australian Bureau Statistics, 
Canberra, A.C.T., 1993, Catalogue No. 2710.5.  
As  might  be  expected,  occupation  reflects  educational  qualifications.  
In  general,  PAWA  members  are  clustered  in  the  occupational  categories  
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which  require  extensive  training,  while  the  general  population  is  more 
equally distributed across the eight categories. 
Annual  Income  of  PAWA  members
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Figure 10.  Income of PAWA Members.  (Based on information in Table (3) at 
Appendix 3) 
 
Figure 10 shows a wide variation in the distribution of income amongst 
PAWA members with the mode or most frequently occurring value being in 
the  category  $50-60,000  per  year.    Even  then,  only  about  one-sixth  of 
respondents  fell  into  that  category.    The  median  measure  (the  point  at 
which  there  were  as  many  people  above  the  line  as  below  it),  was  $30-
35,000 per year.  As a group, the people in the top half earned two-and-a-
half times as much as people in the bottom half. 
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Figure 11.  Income:  Comparison of PAWA with W.A. Population. 
W.A. population figures adapted from Table 14, "Annual Individual Income by Age”, in 
Census Characteristics of Western Australia, 1991 Census of Population and Housing, ABS, 
1993, Catalogue No. 2710.5.  
 
Predictably  enough,  income  of  PAWA  members  reflects  the  
occupational pattern shown in Figure 8.  The survey question presented to 
PAWA  members  did  not  specify  household  income,  though  this  was 
intended,  and  responses  must  be  assumed  to  reflect  individual  income.  
Compared with the W.A. population, PAWA members are over-represented 
in the $30,000 and above categories, and under-represented in the lower 
categories,  particularly  the  lowest.    Figures  for  this  lowest  category 
probably reflect the relative lack of the unemployed and aged (likely to be  
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on pensions) in PAWA membership.  It is interesting to note that while the 
incomes  of  PAWA  members  are  generally  higher  than  for  the  W.A. 
population,  the  distribution  of  incomes  within  the  organisation  is 
reasonably broad with the very wealthy and the not so wealthy fairly evenly 
represented. 
Religion:  The survey question about religion presented PAWA members 
with the categories traditional, non-traditional and new age and asked for 
details.  These categories were chosen in an attempt to gain some indication 
of  spiritual  values  without  using  denominational  categories  with  which 
fewer  people  now  identify.  About  one-fifth  of  PAWA  respondents  (22%) 
claimed traditional beliefs  and according to comments given, this meant a 
Christian  denomination.    Slightly  more  (26%)  said  they  were  non-
traditional    and  comments  indicate  this  generally  meant  a  traditional 
background modified by various new-age philosophies.  For those who chose 
new  age  to  describe  their  beliefs  (14%),  comments  provided  were  quite 
similar to those for non-traditional beliefs.  The largest group of original 
responses  was  for  'other'  which  has  been  re-coded  to  include: 
agnostic/atheist  (5%  &  4%  respectively),  non-religious  (20%)  and  a 
miscellaneous group of 'other' (9%).  Of this last group, one-quarter could be 
described  as  'searching’,  while  the  others  were  divided  fairly  evenly  into 
'Buddhism’,  'other  eastern  religions’,  'earth-based  religions'  and  various 
Christian sects.  In general, comments listed under this category were not 
so  different  from  those  for  'new  age'  or  'non-traditional’.    One-quarter  of 
those who claimed 'no religion' or said they were 'non religious’, described 
themselves as spiritual people.  
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It seems that in the area of beliefs, PAWA members are an open group.  
Almost three-quarters find the spiritual side of life important whether this 
is  in  the  traditional  sense,  a  combination  of  beliefs  or  an  openness  to 
understanding generally.  As one respondent put it, referring to the choices 
of traditional, non-traditional and new age, “all of the above and sometimes 
none”.  It is notable that the question on religion elicited more comments 
than any of the others in the survey (based on 209 responses). 
The comparison of religious beliefs among PAWA members and those 
of the general population was somewhat indirect.  As mentioned above, the 
categories I used to ask people about their religious beliefs were different to 
those used by the ABS.  The latter featured a tick-box response format for 
the most commonly reported religious groups and a write-in space for the 
others.  These  differences  would  have  had  some  effect  on  responses.  
Nevertheless, there is a remarkable similarity between the two groups.  
An analysis of responses to my first three choices showed that these 
could  be  categorised  as  Christian  and  Christian-modified;  64.5%  of 
responses  fell  here  compared  with  68%  in  the  W.A.  population.    Not 
religious, atheist and agnostic PAWA members totalled 29%, compared with 
the state population for no religion/not stated of 28%.  Non-Christian beliefs 
were claimed by about 6.5% of PAWA members and comments indicated 
that  this  included  Buddhism,  other  Eastern  religions  and  Earth-based 
religions.    In  the  general  W.A.  population,  only  2.1%  of  the  population 
reported a non-Christian faith.    
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W.A.  population  figures  from  Table  1,  "Religious  affiliation  in  the  States  and 
territories,1991”, in Australian social trends, 1994, by Ian Castles, Australian Statistician 
ABS, Catalogue No. 4102.0.   
In  Summary,  the  differences  suggested  in  religious  beliefs  between 
PAWA and the wider population can probably be attributed to the way the 
respective questions were presented, the younger age profile of PAWA and 
the  fact  that  the  organisation  is  likely  to  attract  those  who  are  actively 
questioning their lifestyle and the beliefs that underpin it. 
 
Summary concerning the main difference between  
PAWA and the general W.A. population.  
PAWA has a higher percentage of its membership in the Perth metropolitan 
area, particularly the central metropolitan area.  The organisation has a 
younger age profile with generally higher education.  The membership come 
from  predominantly  professional  backgrounds  with  the  increased  income 
which  usually  accompanies  it.    Beyond  that,  there  seem  to  be  few  real 
differences in terms of place of birth, sex, marital status, number of children 
or religious beliefs. 
It would seem reasonable to describe the organisation as an open one 
with  no  prior  characteristics  which  would  automatically  exclude  certain 
people.  And, while the organisation generally exhibits a higher educational 
profile, this is consistent with other dissident groups, as will be discussed 
shortly.  In any event, some of the most active and valued members of the 
Association have limited post-secondary qualifications.   Given this, we need 
to look beyond the unique and particular qualities of members to ordinary  
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and general human needs and the reasons why some people feel able to try 
different ways of doing things as their contribution to a sustainable society. 
 
PAWA as a Dissident Group 
 ‘Dissident’,  as  an  adjective,  is  defined  in  the  Macquarie  Dictionary  as 
‘differing, disagreeing, dissenting’ and seen as referring ‘to those who differ, 
who  dissent,  especially  against  a  particular  political  system’.    This 
definition defines the members of PAWA to the extent that they disagree 
with  the  values  expressed  in  our  economic  system,  but  there  is  little 
evidence  of  actual  confrontation  with  authorities  over  current  practices.  
PAWA  members  are  more  likely  to  work  through  the  present  system  by 
approaching  local  councils  for  permission  to  construct  and  operate  their 
properties in ways which differ from the norm and are more sympathetic to 
the  environment.    It  is,  of  course,  difficult  to  dissent  against  a  socio-
economic  system  which  is  but  an  expression  of  a  world-wide  culture  so 
pervasive as to suggest few alternatives. 
The Role of Intellectuals in Social Dissent 
Regarding the higher proportion of well-educated professionals in PAWA’s 
population  compared  to  the  wider  W.A.  society,  it  appears  this  is  not 
unusual.    An  analysis  by  Robert  Birrell  of  the  social  processes  which 
promoted a change in energy policy in Sweden in 1980 indicated that it was 
the  Swedish  intelligentsia  who  spearheaded  the  movement  towards  a  
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change in energy policy in that country.17  Given that the momentum of 
existing  economic  practices  in  industrial  society  is  so  great  that  change 
cannot occur without active human intervention to move the economy in 
new directions, we may wonder who is likely to spearhead such intervention 
when so many groups in society have vested interests in maintaining the 
present system.  According to the Swedish experience, change originated 
outside the ranks of those who had governed the country for the previous 
fifty years.  
Moreover, the members of the new political movement came largely 
from  the  intelligentsia,  consisting  mainly  of  tertiary-educated  persons  in 
professional  occupations.    It  seems  that  because  these  people  were  not 
drawn  from  the  established  business  or  propertied  families  they  did  not 
have  the  same  commitment  to  entrenched  economic  institutions.    Birrell 
reasoned  that  as  a  result  of  their  education  and  critical  stance  toward 
society, the intelligentsia are more concerned about professional autonomy 
and independence and the corollary value of controlling one’s life through 
self-sufficiency and small-scale technology. 
There are obvious similarities to the PAWA population here, especially 
when the results of the survey question concerning future plans are taken 
into account.  In this question respondents were presented with a number of 
choices listed under ‘future plans’ and asked to circle which best described 
                                                 
17 Sweden is one of the few countries which has embraced sustainable energy policies in 
recent years.  In 1980 a public referendum held to advise the government about nuclear 
power showed overwhelmingly that the public wanted no new nuclear plants developed and 
proposed that existing reactors be phased out over an extended time period.  At the same 
time, support was expressed for the replacement of nuclear power with various forms of 
renewable energy, especially biomass, wind and other solar sources (Birrell, 1990:2).   
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what  they  planned  to  do  in  the  future.    Overall,  almost  half  wanted  to 
'develop  a  sustainable  way  of  living’,  but  they  had  differing  ideas  about 
what this would entail.  Altogether 21% (46 respondents) saw their future in 
the country, either on a small property, running a permaculture commercial 
enterprise  or  promoting  the  permaculture  lifestyle,  in  short  ‘controlling 
one’s  own  life  through  self-sufficiency  and  small-scale  technology’.    (See 
Table (4) at Appendix 3.) 
The  social  learning  theorist,  Albert  Bandura,  also  comments  that 
members of groups who initiate social change tend to be better educated, 
have greater self-pride and have a strong belief in their ability to influence 
events (Bandura, 1986: 450).  Again, this description fits many members of 
PAWA.  However, Bandura goes on to discuss the many factors in modern 
society which, as he puts it, serve to ‘produce a sense of powerlessness’ 
and  ‘undermine  collective  efficacy’.18    It  stands  to  reason  then,  that  the 
building up of community is a powerful means of counteracting this state of 
affairs.  It is to that topic that I will shortly be turning.  In the meantime, 
some  further  details  may  provide  a  more  comprehensive  picture  of  the 
PAWA membership. 
                                                 
18 B a n d u r a  m e n t i o n s  t h e  c o m p l e x  p h y s i c a l  t e c h n o l o g y  w h i c h  f e w  o f  u s  c a n  u n d e r s t a n d  
while at the same time we are dependent on these technologies and the specialists required 
to  maintain  them.    If  this  does  not  produce  a  sense  of  powerlessness  in  most  people, 
attempts to negotiate the bureaucratic structures which regulate social affairs, certainly 
will as well as anger at the impossibility of finding someone responsible for the present 
state of affairs.  None of this makes for easy recognition of common goals, let alone the 
devising  of  measures  to  bring  them  about.    In  addition,  the  presence o f  t r a n s n a t i o n a l  
interdependencies calls for a wider perspective on social action than was required in the 
past.    Bandura  notes  that  the  difficulty  in  defining  shared  purposes  has  led  to  fewer 
collective achievements and more discontent in modern societies.  At the same time there 
has been a rise in narrow-interest groups whose limited vision allows for greater factional 
efficiency but serves to undermine the ability of office-holders to deal satisfactorily with 
collective issues (1986:451/2).  
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Additional Characteristics of PAWA Members 
Length of Membership in PAWA 
About one third of the respondents (35%) have been members for less than 
one year, 40% for 1 - 2 years, 17% for 3 - 5 years and 8% for 5 years and 
over.  Overall, 75% of the membership had been involved for less than two 
years.  (See Table 5 at Appendix 3.)  These figures represent a membership 
peak  and  numbers  have  dropped  off  since  that  time.  The  fluctuating 
membership  during  my  years  of  involvement  in  PAWA  correspond  to 
fluctuations in wider social concerns about the environment.19 
Rural Experience of PAWA members 
Rural experience seems an important aspect in shaping attitudes to nature 
and other people. Almost two-thirds (61%) of PAWA members have rural 
experience. 
Of those with rural experience, the biggest proportion gained it living 
on a farm (59%), while half that number said their rural experience came 
from living in a country town or village (28%).  Quite a few people (8%) 
gained  their  experience  through  employment  in  rural  pursuits.    Half  of 
these people worked on farms in their youth, often for  quite  short  periods,  
 
                                                 
19 T h i s  observation  is  supported  by  changes  in  the  size  of  the  weekly  environment 
supplement in the West Australian newspaper during this period. At the time of the survey 
in 1993, “Earth 2000” contained eight pages (it had already dropped from 16 pages at its 
inception  in  late  1991  to  12  pages  by  May  1992  to  8  pages  in  January  1993).    The 
supplement regularly consisted of eight pages for the next three and a half years until it 
was reduced to four pages in August 1996 reflecting the changing priorities of the populace 
and  their  new  conservative  government.  S e e  ‘ E a r t h  2 0 0 0 ’  s u p p l e m e n t s  i n  The  West 
Australian, February 4, 1991, May 11, 1992, January 18 1993, August 26 1996, and other 
Monday supplements during this period.  
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while  others  worked  on  hobby  farms  at  a  later  stage.    The  remainder 
mentioned  employment  as  shearers,  horse  stud  workers  and  with  the 
Department of Agriculture. Only six people (5%) had experience in a remote 
location or living on a station property.  About one-quarter of those whose 
experience was gained living on a farm also spent time living in a country 
town or village and many of them had worked at a variety of rural pursuits 
as well.  (See Table (6) at Appendix 3.)  It would be interesting to know to 
what  extent  rural  experience  is  shared  amongst  the  population  at  large. 
Direct  experience  with  the  processes  of  nature  has  some  important 
implications for the promotion of sustainability which we will explore later. 
PAWA Members’ Access to Land 
Permaculture  enthusiasts  value  land  for  its  productive  potential.    The 
survey  question  about  land  aimed  to  discover  how  much  land  PAWA 
members owned and whether they had access to additional land on which to 
expand their interests.  Results revealed that they could be described as a 
‘grounded lot’.  Over three-quarters of respondents (80%) owned their own 
land and occupied it.  Another 12% rented and occupied land.  However, 
16% of those who owned and occupied land also had access to other land as 
did  one-third  of  those  who  rented  and  occupied  land.    This    ‘other  land’ 
included land belonging to relatives and friends, cooperative arrangements 
or  additional  land  the  respondent  owned  and  planned  to  develop  in  the 
future.  The  areas  involved  varied  from  quite  small  holdings  to  larger 
properties and farms.  
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Of the respondents who owned and occupied their own land and gave 
details about area owned, just over half (56%) resided on a standard urban 
block (i.e. to 0.1 ha, 9% of the blocks were < .08 ha); 14% lived on properties 
of 0.11-0.4 ha in size (1/3-1 acre); 13% lived on properties of 0.41-2.0 ha (1.2-
5  acres);  13%  on  properties  of  2.4-20.2  ha  (6-50  acres);  2%  on  properties 
between 20.6 ha and 404.7 ha (50-1000 acres) and 2% owned properties over 
405 hectares (> 1000 acres).  (For more detail see Table (7) at Appendix 3.) 
It is difficult, without comparable statistics, to know how typical of the 
W.A. population is the land ownership pattern shown by PAWA members.  
What it does suggest, though, is that PAWA members have a material stake 
in the nation and its future well-being.  This is expressed in their political 
sympathies. 
Political Preferences of PAWA Members 
Survey results show that PAWA, as an organisation, is strongly supportive 
of green policies.  Almost half of first preferences went to the Greens (48%), 
with  the  two  major  political  parties  gaining  the  next  highest  number  
(Liberal  20%,  Labor  18%).    This  accounted  for  eighty  per-cent  of  first 
preferences.  Of the remainder, 3% were not eligible to vote and a few were 
absent on polling day or could not remember (2%).  A further 8% was spread 
between the Democrats (5%) and minor parties.  Fourteen people did not 
answer this question, suggesting more people are sensitive about political 
preferences  than  income  (only  9  people  did  not  answer  the  question  on 
income). (See Table (8) at Appendix 3.)  
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Second preferences show a different pattern to first preferences.  While 
the  Greens  vote  was  down,  it  was  still  the  most  popular  choice  at  31%, 
followed by Democrats (up to 26%), then Labor (19%) and Liberal (down to 
7%).  Independents scored better on second preferences at 4% and there was 
a  higher  number  of  respondents  who  did  not  answer  the  question  (26 
people). (See Table (9) at Appendix 3.) 
The  Survey  showed  that  PAWA  members  are  far  more  sympathetic 
and supportive of the Greens than the general population.  The multiple-
choice question seeking their views of the Greens revealed the following: 
two-thirds  of  respondents  (66%)  believed  they  were  important  in  raising 
environmental awareness, while a further 17% believed they were genuinely 
concerned  about  the  environment  and  6%  thought  they  were  reasonably 
effective  in  limiting  environmental  degradation,    with  a  total  of  89% 
choosing  positive responses.  A small number of respondents (4%) circled 
more than one choice and three-quarters of these people believed the Greens 
were  'concerned  about  the  environment'  and  'important  in  raising 
environmental  awareness’.    The  other  multiple  choices  were  mainly 
scattered across the favourable end of the choices presented. 
With regard to 'other', respondents were divided between those who 
were generally positive about the Greens but had little confidence in their 
political ability, and those who were negative and feared the party could be 
used by others for undesirable political ends.  As the table shows, only four 
people chose predominantly negative responses and no one considered the  
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Greens a threat to economic development and employment. (See Table (10) at 
Appendix 3.) 
This practical sympathy for the Greens and what they represent, is 
probably  the  most  significant  difference  between  PAWA  members  as  a 
group, and the rest of the WA population.  In fact, it is the major reason 
why people joined the organisation, although it appears many of them also 
saw PAWA as an organisation with ideas which would help them to express 
this concern in practical fashion.  This motive was uppermost in the minds 
of 50% of members who specifically wanted practical skills in developing a 
permaculture garden and/or property.  The remainder expressed a desire to 
make  a  contribution  to  sustainability  and  hoped  to  share  this  goal  with 
others.  (See Table 3.) 
Table 3.  Main Reason for Joining PAWA. 
  
Main reason for joining PAWA  Number of 
people 
% 
Find out about PAWA     5      2 
Learn how to make a permaculture garden   36   17 
Learn how to develop a permaculture property   43   20 
Share with others the goal of a sustainable life   44   21 
To contribute to the emergence of a sustainable society   38   18 
To contribute to sustainability on a global basis   17     8 
Sub-total  183  86 
Of the remaining 14%  
(reclassification of 'other' responses)                    
   
Practical and philosophical reasons listed    24    12 
Very individualised reasons      5      2 
  212  100 
no answer  3   





The large percentage of relatively new members in PAWA suggests that the 
organisation has become a focal point for many Western Australians who 
are both experienced with and concerned about, the environment.  This is 
indicated by the predominantly rural backgrounds of the membership and 
their strong support of the Greens at the political level.  However, these 
people  are  also  keen  to  make  a  personal  contribution  to  ecological 
sustainability and they looked to permaculture for practical suggestions as 
to how this could be done.  Since the practicalities of sustainable living have 
been neglected in recent decades, many age-old practices are unknown to 
many people and needed to be relearnt.  What better way than through a 
community of people committed to the same broad goal?   
In  the  next  chapter  I  shall  explore  the  concept  of  community  as  it 
relates  to  social  change.    Then  I  will  go  on  to  discuss  the  concept  of 
community  as  understood  by  PAWA  members  and  the  implications  for 
sustainability.  Finally, I examine the expression of community in PAWA as 
I experienced it through participant observation. 
 PART III 
THE ROLE OF COMMUNITY IN PROMOTING 
SOCIAL AND ECOLOGICAL SUSTAINABILITY 
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Chapter 6 
The Concept of Community 
Interwoven Themes 
Although this chapter is about community, the phenomenon is not a simple 
concept  easily  isolated  from  other  social  reality.    As  I  sort  through  my 
research material, various themes emerge, but they are closely interwoven 
with other themes so that a discussion of one includes a discussion of the 
others.    To  elaborate,  I  notice  the  importance  of  new  ideas  and  new 
experiences  in  the  changing  of  behaviour.    These  new  ideas  and  new 
experiences  foster  the  development  of  new  attitudes  which  leads  to  new 
values and new personal practices.  And all of these are initiated, supported 
and encouraged by the presence of community. 
Community interaction not only helps to spread new ideas but modifies 
attitudes in the direction of tolerance and sympathy for differences.  Such 
tolerance in diversity is essential for the development of a more cooperative 
society, which in turn is a precondition for promoting the social equity which 
will  make  it  possible  for  society  as  a  whole  to  limit  its  use  of  material 
resources. 
Moreover,  the  experience  of  community  does  more  than  encourage 
tolerance; it gives participants a taste of the pleasures to be had through 
cooperative endeavours.  Many individuals find that sharing tasks rather 
than  competing  for  personal  acclaim,  sharing  confidences  rather  than 
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all, the opportunity for playful dealings with others, highly attractive.  This 
last  occurrence  has  important  consequences  for  the  maintenance  of  civil 
society as well as for the changes necessary for sustainability which will be 
discussed in more detail later. 
Community 
The  word  ‘community’,  despite  its  familiarity  and  popularity,  is  not  a 
concept  with  a  clear  meaning.    It  remains,  as  a  1950  sociological  text 
described it, a word with a ‘high level of use and a low level of meaning’.  In 
addition, the sentimental overlay attached to the word effectively prevents 
critical scrutiny (Thompson, 1971:24).  Despite this, or perhaps because of 
it, politicians and professionals find the word particularly useful for public 
speeches. 
For  example,  several  years  ago  a  specialist  in  ethics  warned  at  a 
conference that health dollars could not be stretched to give everything to 
everybody.  His proposals as to where costs could be cut and which groups in 
society could manage with less, provoked an emotional debate in the letters 
page of The West Australian newspaper.  From my point of view, what was 
interesting about the whole affair was the way the word ‘community’ was 
used in the debate.  In a follow-up comment, the State Health Commissioner 
said the whole community had to take part in the health debate; firstly the 
community had to decide whether it was spending enough on health and 
then where the money should be spent.  He went on to complain that the 
community as a whole, ‘had not seemed willing to get involved in important 
health debates’ (reported by McKimmie, 1994).   152 
The ‘community’ being referred to here seems to be something akin to 
the whole society, but it is not clear how a decision was to be made to care 
for the health needs of some members and not others, or even how the term 
‘community’ could possibly apply to such a social unit. 
Members of the public are no clearer about what they mean by the 
term.  The father of an Aboriginal youth who had been sent to a juvenile 
detention centre forty-four times and continued to offend, admitted that his 
alcoholism had not made him a good father but went on to say that ‘the 
whole community had to take responsibility for the youth’s problems which 
were  caused  by  the  way  Aborigines  had  suffered  at  the  hands  of  the 
European system’ (Benda, 1991, italics added). 
I find these uses of the word ‘community’ rather frustrating.  Clearly 
there are social issues which need to be addressed by society but the use of 
the  term  suggests  there  is  some  mechanism  whereby  citizens  can  get 
together  with  genuine  concern  for  each  other’s  well-being  and  decide  on 
appropriate  courses  of  action.    This  is  certainly  not  the  case  in  my 
experience.  Nor is it the experience of many other Western Australians.  
The  final  report  of  the  Western  Australian  Community  and  Family 
Commission  (Speaking  Out,  Taking  Part,  1991)  highlighted  the  general 
perception that there was little community spirit left in our society.  The 
consultation process adopted by the Commission ensured a representative 
view of the WA population, and from the mass of material gathered, seven 
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seems to me that each of these goals could be achieved through the presence 
of community.38 
It seems this vague concept of a reality we all recognise but find hard 
to define and even harder to foster, is of paramount importance to our sense 
of well-being.  So how can we define community in a way which makes sense 
for our times and how can we foster a society which cares for people while at 
the same time caring for the environment on which we all depend?  I would 
like now to spend some time discussing the concept of community and the 
many  ways  it  has  been  used  in  the  social  science  literature  so  that  the 
manner in which I employ the term and the reason for this, will become 
clear. 
The Concept of Community 
Community  is  difficult  to  define  partly  because  it  is  both  ‘an  empirical 
description and a normative prescription’ (Cohen, 1985:8).  There are those 
who distinguish between the traditional communities of earlier times and 
the  participating  communities  of  modern  industrial  society 
(Thompson,1971:24).  Many researchers are attracted to the simplicity of 
the Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft39 definition but its usefulness as a clarifying 
device  is  limited  to  social  conditions  similar  to  those  in  which  it  was 
                                                 
38 Priorities and goals for the future identified by the Community and Family Commission 
after public consultation were as follows:  1) A clean and protected environment, 2) To 
create  a  sense  of  community,  3)  A  safe  and  peaceful  community,  4)  A  reversal  of  the 
growing gap between rich and poor, 5) Genuine consultation by governments of integrity, 6) 
A community which is honest, tolerant and respects the needs and rights of others, 7) A 
society  which  supports  and  values  the  family  (Community  and  Family  Commission, 
1991:3). 
39 These terms were formulated by Tönnies in 1887 to describe the relations of community 
and society respectively (Fontana Dictionary of Modern Thought, 1988:348). 
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formulated.  For example, one researcher working in a new housing estate 
wondered whether the contractual relations of Gessellschaft could logically 
be  used  to  generate  the  community  feeling  of  Gemeinschaft  (Thompson, 
1971:25).  
Traditional community studies focus on the location, population and 
activities  of  a  defined  group,  and  the  quality  of  social  life  and  sense  of 
belonging  which  emerge  from  the  frequency  and  breadth  of  interaction 
within  it.    When  we  approach  our  studies  in  this  way,  we  are  forced  to 
conclude that such definable communities are rare in today’s world.  Some 
social  analysts  even  go  so  far  as  to  claim  they  no  longer  exist.    A  book 
published in the early seventies discussed the ‘causes and consequences of 
community  collapse  in  the  West’  (Pawley,  1973).    The  author  defines 
community  as  a  web  of  mutual  obligations,  and  says  it  originates  in 
conditions  of  scarcity,  poverty  and  interdependence.    We  might  wish  to 
qualify Pawley’s definition by noting that interdependence is a feature of all 
human societies.  However, it is more likely to be recognised and valued in 
conditions of relative scarcity and relative poverty, than in social settings 
where money can be substituted for human cooperativeness.   
 
In Western economies, affluence and inequality allow the privileged to 
pursue  their  goals  without  the  personal  support  of  others.    It  is  this 
affluence, Martin Pawley argued, which is responsible for the collapse of 
community as it is affluence which enables individuals to throw off their   155 
obligations  to  each  other.  But  paradoxically,  he  observed,  affluence  also 
produced a measure of social harmony through the widely shared dream of 
ever increasing wealth.  Pauley argued that those who were most successful 
at abandoning the traditions of family, community and society prospered, 
while  the  society  as  a  whole  became  increasingly  more  fragmented  and 
uncivilised (1973:12/13). 
Pawley’s book struck a chord with many and the veracity of his thesis 
was suggested by the fact that few social scientists found the subject worthy 
of study in subsequent years.  Meanwhile, the yearning for community in 
the  population  remained  undiminished  as  shown  by  the  report  of  the 
Community and Family Commission.  The trouble is our culture has come to 
be arranged in such a way that ‘without some forcing and prodding, real 
social bonds seem so unnatural’ (Sennett, 1974:309) and we are left with a 
society with little community spirit.  However, empirical data would suggest 
that almost any kind of regular social interaction may lead to a sense of 
community for participants.   
In response to this observation, some theorists, such as Cohen (1985), 
have  gone  as  far  as  to  suggest  that  community  is  the  sum  of  personal 
interactions and that each individual’s ego-centred community is different 
from that of every other person’s.  No doubt the word ‘community’ can be 
used  for  these  kinds  of  social  connections,  but  it  is  not  particularly 
enlightening when the word itself has the sense of ‘things in common’ built 
into it.  When people bemoan the end of community, I am quite certain they 
are not referring to the demise of their personal network of relationships.    156 
Nor, it seems to me, are they referring to a cold and unsupportive work 
environment.    Indeed,  the  work  place  is  likely  to  be  the  source  of  many 
valued personal relationships.  In a recent newspaper article the modern 
workplace was described by a woman writer as ‘more like a home away from 
home, and co-workers more like an extended family’ than just a business 
arrangement (Gabriel 1996:5).    
Rather,  people  are  aware  that,  although  they  know  the  people  they 
work  with  well  enough,  they  reside  among  relative  strangers.    They  are 
aware that the people nearest to them in their living locality are unknown 
to them as individuals; that there is little sense of common cause in the 
streets around their homes and that they can’t trust other people.  As a 
result, there is little perception of being a member of a unit bigger than 
their immediate families or work group and the feeling of security that goes 
with it.  In this environment it is not surprising that academic interest in 
community  research  diminished  over  the  years.    However,  a  relatively 
recent study endeavoured to approach this ‘perennial problem’ in a different 
way.    Anthony  Cohen  suggested  that  rather  than  mourning  the  end  of 
community, we should forget about the structural component and focus on 
community as a symbolic construction.  We would then find, he said, that 
contrary to rumours, community was real enough for many people.  
Cohen  went  on  to  define  community  as  ‘that  entity  to  which  one 
belongs, greater than kinship but more immediately than the abstraction we 
call society’.  It consists in social experiences and social learning outside the   157 
confines  of  the  home  and  is  the  setting  for  the  acquisition  of  culture 
(1985:15).  Community is important to people, he says, because of the way 
they  feel  about  it,  which  arises  from  the  symbols  or  ideas  they  have  in 
common.  In this way, Cohen takes culture, rather than structure, as his 
point  of  departure  (1985:70),  but  at  the  same  time  his  discussion  of  a 
number of classical community studies rests on a detailed examination of 
the  social  processes  people  engage  in  to  produce  their  ideas  about 
community.  Cohen’s analysis demonstrates the importance of these shared 
activities for symbolic generation, but he fails to give adequate recognition 
to the material basis of community. 
‘Community  exists  in  the  minds  of  its  members’,  he  asserts,  ‘and 
should not be confused with geographic or sociographic assertions of ‘fact’.  
By  extension,  the  distinctiveness  of  communities  and  the  reality  of  their 
boundaries, lie in the mind, in the meanings which people attach to them, 
not in their structural forms’ (1985:98).  There is an element of truth here, 
but  it  is  a  partial  truth  and  probably  derives  from  a  lack  of  personal 
experience  with  community  as  much  as  an  academic  orientation.40  
Moreover, a community which exists primarily in symbols will depend for its 
sense  of  community  on  feelings.    And  these  can  be  unstable  symbols,  as 
Richard Sennett has argued.  In the absence of meaningful public space and 
                                                 
40  In  his  book  Social  Exchange  Theory,  Peter  Ekeh  (1974:Ch.1)  discussed  the  different 
interpretations of social exchange in relation to the two sociological traditions which he 
identified as the Individualistic tradition of British origin and the Collectivistic tradition of 
French sociology.  As Ekeh’s analysis has implications for the study of community, it is of 
interest  that  he  saw  the  crucial  factor  as  the  relationship  between  the  individual  and 
society.  Ekeh noted that grounded theory construction tended to favour the collectivistic 
approach in which society was seen as an entity not reducible to the individuals who made 
it up.  Moreover, the choice of approach was related to the societal experiences presented by 
the homelands of the various researchers.   158 
public  life  in  the  city,  he  says,  the  local  communities  set  up  by  urban 
planners  merely  become  preoccupied  with  feelings  and  petty  jealousies.  
Inhabitants become so absorbed in local identity that they are unable to 
take advantage of the rare opportunities provided by central government for 
increasing  local  power.    More  power  would  lead  to  increased  local 
responsibility  and  shared  effort,  with  a  resultant  increase  in  community 
spirit,  but  the  emphasis  on  feelings  allows  such  opportunities  to  pass 
unrecognised (1974:3).  Sennett’s argument is supported by local experience. 
A study of community groups involved in sustainable development in 
rural  areas  in  Western  Australia  found  that  an  emphasis  on  common 
activities rather than feelings was very effective in developing a sense of 
community  for  local  people.    Participants  reported  an  increased  sense  of 
place and personal belonging as a result of involvement (Stocker & Pollard, 
1994).  Moreover, the goal-directed process required group members to seek 
out and access financial and other resources from a range of government 
agencies, all of which increased their ability to control the future in their 
regions, while at the same time enhancing community life.   
Cooperative effort and the community bonding which results from it, 
occurs more easily in country areas, and it will be remembered from the 
previous  chapter  that,  while  83%  of  PAWA  members  live  in  the 
metropolitan  area,  almost  two-thirds  of  them  have  had  rural  experience.  
The opportunity for a greater consistency of interaction with other residents 
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within a defined location permits an experience of community that is rare in 
most areas of the city. 
Cohen’s thesis is complex and in other places in his book he refers to 
the fact that the consciousness of community and its boundaries is largely  
constituted by people in interaction (1985:13).  However, his focus on  
meaning as the key element of community, means that he consistently fails 
to give due weight to the fundamental role of regular activities and shared 
common practices.  It is participation in common activities which allows one 
to feel part of a given community.  Moreover, it is participation with known 
others rather than strangers which generates the sense of community.  In 
general,  I  find  Cohen’s  distinction  between  the  structural  and  symbolic 
aspects of community unhelpful.  The two are not separate but are part of 
one  social  process.    The  ideas  and  feelings,  i.e.  the  symbols,  we  develop 
about community are the result of concrete experiences we have with the 
social world.   
Whether  they  derive  from  repeated  satisfying  interactions  with  a 
particular group of people or limited and impersonal relations with an ever-
changing  range  of  service  personnel,  the  ideas  we  hold  about  our  social 
reality are the result of ‘definite social arrangements’ as Marx would have 
said.    These  interactions  between  people,  between  people  and  ideas  and 
between  a  particular  group  of  people  and  wider  society,  constitute  the 
process whereby structure develops.  It seems to me when faced with the 
definitional  difficulties  which  surround  the  concept  of  community,  the 
wisest course of action is to ‘return to the concrete’.  Accordingly, I intend to   160 
focus  on  those  processes  and  practices  which  lead  to  community 
consciousness among PAWA members.  In doing so, I hope to isolate those 
factors  which  lead  to  community  and  thereby  facilitate  the  building  of  a 
sustainable world. 
And this brings us to the question of scale.  Most community studies 
focus on small-scale units where face-to-face relationships are common.  Or 
they choose associational units that centre around particular professions, 
hobbies, beliefs or activities.  The unit of interest to me, and one which I 
believe is a requirement for ecological and social sustainablity, is somewhat 
larger,  less  personal  and  more  inclusive  than  these  other  forms  of 
community,  although  it  embraces  sub-units  in  which  face-to-face 
relationships are not unusual.  The choice of unit derives from a concern 
with the social fabric of our society.  I often think of society as a homely bed-
sheet  and  consideration  of  this  metaphor  will  help  us  to  clarify  the 
community of interest. 
The Sheet Metaphor 
If we think of the social fabric of our society as the familiar polyester sheet, 
we become aware of its usefulness and ease of care and the fact that we 
usually  take  it  for  granted.    Further  consideration  reminds  us  that  the 
fabric is a combination of two fibres – one which, like the local relationships 
which continue to play an important part in people’s lives (Cohen, 1985:8), 
has been used by humans for hundreds of years; the other of more recent 
origin  and,  like  the  global  environment  of  modern  times,  of  synthetic 
manufacture.    The  two  fibres  work  well  together  and  produce  a  sheet  of   161 
exceptional  strength,  lightness  and  softness.    The  warp  threads  are  the 
differing circumstances of individuals in terms of age, sex, health and so on, 
while the weft threads represent the special interests of occupation, social 
class, ethnic origin and the various ‘causes’ and pleasures we support and 
participate in.  If we look closely at the fabric, we notice that each thread in 
the warp and weft has little tendrils extending into neighbouring threads.  
Together, these threads and their little tendrils of local connection, criss-
cross and interlock to form a strong, rich and colourful woven fabric – a 
stable society of tolerance and variety.  Such a social fabric will continue to 
function effectively for many years with the minimum of attention. 
However,  as  time  passes,  we  may  notice  that  the  sheet  has  become 
very thin and while the warp and weft threads – individual differences and 
special interests, particularly those of occupation – are still clearly visible, 
the little tendrils have worn away and there is no body left in it.  It can no 
longer function in the way intended.  The body that has worn away is that of 
local community41, the seemingly unimportant and unnoticed links between 
people  who  live  near  each  other,  maintain  their  families  in  the  same 
neighbourhood  and  between  these  people  and  those  who  meet  their 
everyday needs in the same locality.  Conversations on the footpath, at the 
supermarket and post office, in the community garden; sharing tasks such 
as designing local public space, serving on committees, organising rosters 
and helping out in emergencies – such is the stuff of local community.   
                                                 
41 The term ‘local’, as I use it, refers not only to the immediate neighbourhood or region but 
includes  those  with  whom  one  fraternises  on  a  regular  basis  while  satisfying  everyday 
needs. 
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Eva  Cox  calls  the  connections  forged  by  these  interactions  ‘social 
capital’ and says, quite rightly, I believe, that they are even more important 
to our well-being than the other forms of capital which are recognised by 
policy  makers.    For  example,  she  argues  that  financial  capital  presently 
takes  up  far  too  much  policy  time  and  space,  and  claims  that  the  main 
reason why physical capital and human capital (i.e. the total of our skills 
and  knowledge)  get  any  attention  at  all  is  because  of  the  environment 
movement and high unemployment, while social capital, with fewer obvious 
links to financial capital, is virtually ignored (1995:15).   
This lack of recognition of the importance of social capital inevitably 
leads to poor maintenance and eventually the social fabric becomes thread-
bare.  It is then noticed, because the disharmony caused by the worn fabric 
begins to impact on other forms of capital.  Without the support of a healthy 
body, the differing interests and circumstances of the warp and weft only 
lead to misunderstanding and divisions.  I argue that restoring the common 
body of our social fabric, first at the neighbourhood face-to-face level and 
then  through  networking  and  by  extension  to  more  distant  members  of 
society, is essential, if we wish to create a social and physical environment 
capable of existing prosperously in the long term. 
The phrase, ‘social capital’, is another term for the kind of community 
which is the focus of this study.  It refers to ‘the processes between people 
which establish networks, norms and social trust and facilitate coordination 
and cooperation for mutual benefit’ (Cox, 1995:15) and it describes the kind 
of  processes  which  I  found  operating  in  PAWA.    My  reference  to  local   163 
community is not intended to restrict community to the local level but to 
trace the development of a sense of community in the wider society from 
experiences at this level.  In any event, a focus on the local – which is in 
many places our most impoverished level of community, does not preclude 
the fostering of other forms of community.  
A Community of Communities 
Daly and Cobb, in their book, For the Common Good, speak of community as 
one form of society, which means that every community is a society, but the 
reverse is not necessarily true because society can be so impersonal as to 
lack communal character.  The authors believe it is possible for even nation-
states  to  be  communities  if  they  respect  the  individual  diversity  of  their 
members,  take  responsibility  for  them  and  enable  them  to  participate 
effectively in decisions which affect the well-being of the whole community.  
Needless to say, a community the size of a nation does not entail intimacy 
among  all  its  participants,  but  it  does  mean  that  membership  in  such  a 
society contributes to self-identification (1989:171-3). 
The authors emphasise this level of community because they are aware 
of the effect of political and economic decision-making on community life.  
The nation-state is the level at which most decisions of this nature are made 
in modern society.  And in theory, those who make the decisions on behalf of 
a community are responsible to the members of that community.  However, 
when a nation-state becomes too big and too remote from ordinary citizens 
to enable effective participation in decision-making, the sense of community 
is considerably weakened.  Others too, have spoken of the deficiencies of the   164 
nation-state.  Daniel Bell has described it as being ‘too big for the small 
problems of the world and too small for the big ones’ (quoted by Maybury-
Lewis,  1992:266).    Findings  of  the  Western  Australian  Community  and 
Family  Commission  (1991)  indicate  that  our  own  state  shares  these 
problems.    Daly  and  Cobb  advocate  the  decentralisation  of  political  and 
economic  decision-making  in  large  nation-states  because  they  see  the 
maintenance  of  community  as  largely  dependent  on  a  relatively  self-
sufficient economy (1989:174). 
While redefining the political boundaries of regional areas may well be 
part of the philosophy of some permaculture members, it is not my main 
focus  here.    At  a  much  less  lofty  and  more  prosaic  level  I  hope  to  show 
through  an  examination  of  PAWA’s  programme  that  participation  in 
common  activities  which  occupy  that  space  between  one’s  immediate 
personal contacts and the state, is a practical and effective way to build a 
social change community.  In the meantime, a few more ideas about the 
variability of community will stand us in good stead for this task.  Daly and 
Cobb make the point that since we all belong to multiple communities (in 
the  ego-centred  definition),  it  might  be  useful  to  think  of  the  larger 
community  with  which  we  identify  as  ‘a  community  of  communities’ 
(1989:178).  
 Thus,  the  Australian  community  is  ideally  a  community  of  all  the 
states  –  the  umbrella  community  under  which  these  smaller  decision-
making units can flourish, and we citizens are members of both the Western 
Australian  and  the  Australian  community.    The  well-known  British   165 
business philosopher, Charles Handy has a similar idea in mind when he 
speaks  of  twin-citizenship.    Handy  says  many  people  have  a  sense  of 
belonging  to  a  local  unit  such  as  their  province  and  at  the  same  time 
identify with a larger unit.  In theory, he says, we could be citizens of more 
than  two  units,  but  in  practice  he  found  most  people  were  only 
psychologically capable of belonging to two.  The notion of twin citizenship 
implies  that  belonging  to  one  community  does  not  exclude  belonging  to 
others, and it means we are confronted with the balancing of a paradox in 
an attempt to give proper weight to the near and the far.  Communication, 
Handy says, is the key to successful twin-citizenship.  If the unit we belong 
to is too remote to provide a feeling of ‘we-ness’, it requires more interaction 
between the parts and the centre and more cross-fertilisation of members at 
all levels (Handy 1995:Ch.6).42  A non-hierarchical system like permaculture 
facilitates  these  kinds  of  interactions  through  personal  networking,  and 
since the nodes in the permaculture net are work oriented, i.e. they provide 
something of value to others in the network, they must function effectively 
in order to survive (Mollison, 1996:25).43 
It  is  the  personal  experience  of  interacting  with  other  community 
members which produces the feeling of belonging to a community.  As we 
have  seen,  the  Western  Australian  society  is  generally  too  large  and  too 
dispersed to initiate the task of social repair without considerable help from 
                                                 
42 Handy lauds the existence of federal systems and sees them as the way of the future.  He 
provides some philosophical guidelines which, if followed, could make our own federation 
work more effectively. 
 
43 Mollison coined the term ‘work net’ to describe the nodes of the permaculture network, 
nodes which individually produced something of use for others, such as products, repair 
centres, loan centres, bulk-buying centres, consultancy advice, cultures of useful organisms, 
research, education, and so on (Mollison, 1996:25).   166 
the local level.  A smaller community is easier for people to relate to, and it 
could be argued that the mid-range community at the local and regional 
level is also most in need of repair. 
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Chapter 7 
PAWA Members’ Concept of Community and 
Implications for Ecological and Social Sustainability 
The  discussion  in  the  previous  chapter  clarified  for  me  the  various 
considerations which are deemed pertinent to the concept of community and 
the diverse social groupings to which it has been applied.  But in the end, it 
is the way in which people themselves understand the concept which is of 
prime importance. 
Participant observation in PAWA had given me some idea of the extent 
of community in the Association, but I needed to compare my impressions 
with  those  of  other  members.    With  this  in  mind,  a  number  of  survey 
questions  were  formulated  to  elicit  information  about  members’ 
understanding of community and their experience of it in the organisation.  
Some  questions  specifically  enquired  about  personal  experiences  of 
community,  while  a  complex  multi-sectioned  question  probed  members’ 
ideas about the constitution of their ideal community.  Respondents were 
asked to go through a series of characteristics of community and choose one 
of each set which most closely described their idea of community.   
The questions were constructed to permit a respondent who selected a 
particular  option  in  one  section  to  find  complementary  options  in  other 
sections.  For example, a community of 10-30 people (option 1, Section (a)) 
would be likely to include families, i.e. people of all ages (option 1, Section 
(b)) and share domestic concerns or general everyday issues (options 1 or 2   168 
Section  (f)).    See  Question  28,  “Questionnaire  to  PAWA  Members”  at 
Appendix 2, page 395, for complete range of choices. 
The options given presented the concept of community as a continuum, 
from  the  large  family  form  of  community,  through  the  extended 
family form to the village or small town form of community, as well 
as a larger, more amorphous collectivity held together by common destiny 
and  an  attitude  of  inclusiveness.    The  three  main  forms  of  community 
broadly correspond to the type of social groupings referred to as ‘community’ 
in permaculture literature and by PAWA members. 
In  this  chapter  then,  I  will  examine  the  ideal  community  of  PAWA 
members according to survey results, including additional comments made 
on the survey forms about the topic.  Members’ preferences are also related 
to  my  observations  and  to  the  requirements  of  sustainability  and 
community maintenance, as discussed in the literature.  The complete set of 
tables  constructed  from  answers  to  the  complex  multi-sectioned  question 
about community (Question 28 (a) - (j) on the survey form) can be found at 
Appendix 4, page 420.  Due to rounding, not all percentages in the tables 
add up to 100%. 
Number of People in Community 
Respondents were asked to choose how many people they would like in their 
community.  The results are presented in Table 4. 
  It  will  be  noted  that  over  half  (56%)  saw  the  size  of  their  ideal 
community as fairly small, i.e. they preferred the ‘large family’ or ‘extended   169 
family  form’  of  community.    Another  third  (34%)  would  prefer  a  ‘village 
form’ of community ranging in size from over thirty to five hundred, with 
the  most  popular  choice  being  120-200  person  size,  while  a  further  11% 
believed size did not matter. 
Table 4.  Number of People in Community. 
 




5 - 10 people     21     10.0 
11 - 30 people     95     46.0 
31 - 100 people approx.       6       3.0 
120 - 200 people approx.     50     24.0 
201 - 500 people approx.     14       7.0 
Size doesn’t matter or variable     22     11.0 
Total  208  101.0% 
no answer      7   
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Comments indicated that many of these people saw community as basically 
about  relationships,  so  size  varied  with  the  different    communities  they 
were  part  of.    Others  expressed  what  I  would  describe  as  a  ‘community 
attitude’, i.e. they were happy to include potentially everyone in their net of 
concern, although these respondents sometimes queried how realistic this 
might be in practice. 
Limits  to  the  size  of  community  have  been  widely  discussed  in  the 
literature,  especially  since  so  many  of  the  community  studies  of 
anthropology consisted of small-scale societies, villages or ethnic groups in 
which face-to-face relationships were the norm.  By contrast, a suburban 
area studied thirty years ago consisted of 12,000 people and the researcher 
observed that the relationships of Gemeinschaft were simply not possible in 
a population of that size.  However, she thought over time network contacts   170 
might  substitute  for  the  face-to-face  relationships  which  are  such  an 
important aspect of the sense of community (Thompson 1971:26). 
The  authors  of  New  World  New  Mind  trace  some  of  the  problems 
people  have  in  comprehending  the  modern  world  to  the  fact  that,  as  a 
species, we evolved in small groups and it is only relatively recently that we 
have been exposed to billions of other humans through the creation of large 
cities  and  modern  telecommunications.    They  note  that  typical  societies 
before  the  Industrial  Revolution  consisted  of  one  hundred  people.    Even 
then,  about  5,000  relationships  were  possible  among  the  different 
individuals.  The authors believe this number of people is probably close to 
the  ‘designated  limit’  for  human  acquaintance  –  that  is,  the  maximum 
number  of  people  with  whom  a  human  being  can  reasonably  interact  at 
more  than  a  superficial  level.    Moreover,  they  note  that  the  number  of 
regular relationships (with relations and friends) that modern people have 
is rarely more than the population of a pre-historic village – about 100-200 
individuals (Ornstein & Ehrlich, 1989:61). 
This  information  helps  to  explain  the  preference  of  most  PAWA 
members  for  small  communities.    Many  of  them  would  also  have  been 
familiar with the evolution of Crystal Waters Permaculture Village (259 ha) 
which was established in a rural setting north of Brisbane in 1985.  The 
village designers had several aims when they planned the village.  They 
wanted  to  preserve  agricultural  land  and  environmental  assets,  they 
wanted  to  create  an  infrastructure  for  social  interaction,  they  hoped  to   171 
provide opportunities for self-employment, and they aimed to reserve places 
for  play,  recreation,  and  spiritual  expression  (Lindegger  1994:12).    The 
population of Crystal Waters in 1999 numbers about 200 people, who live in 
the village on 83 residential lots arranged in clusters, with buffers between 
dwellings and space between them and any adjacent waterways.  The best 
agricultural land and the most significant environmental areas have been 
kept as common land for all to enjoy (Gamble, 1999; GEN video, 1997).  The 
designers are pleased that the village layout has encouraged neighbourly 
interaction, cooperation and a sense of belonging.  They have planned for an 
eventual population of about 300 people, which they believe to be about the 
size required for economic stability (Lindegger, 1994:13). 
It  is  not  impossible,  of  course,  for  much  larger  units  than  Crystal 
Waters  village  to  have  communal  character,  although  the  yearning  for 
involvement in small-scale communities suggests that this is not common.  
There is at least one example from history in which this has been achieved.  
Notwithstanding  the  undesirable  attitude  of  city  fathers  to  women  and 
slaves,  fifth  century  Athens  managed  to  create  a  sense  of  community 
despite  being  a  city  of  tens  of  thousands  of  people.    This  was  achieved 
through networks of small groups of friends44 in an environment in which 
the  political  community  was  seen  as  a  common  project  (MacIntyre, 
1981:146).  Fifth century Athens then, might be described as a community 
of  friendship  communities.    It  seems  that  PAWA  members  instinctively 
                                                 
44 MacIntyre (1981:46/7) speaks of friendship in Aristotle’s terms as being a type of social 
and political relationship rather than simply an emotional state.  The common project in 
which friends were engaged concerned the creation and maintenance of the life of the city 
for the good of citizens.   172 
know  that  groups  need  to  be  small  enough  to  cultivate  the  climate  of 
cooperation necessary for living with scarcity. 
Ages of People in Community 
In  respect  to  ages  of  people  in  their  ideal  community,  PAWA  members 
overwhelmingly chose to include people of all ages.  Ninety per cent wanted 
their community to consist of people from infancy to old age.  The remainder 
preferred a limited range of ages with some spread of years (8%) or everyone 
to be roughly the same age (2%).  Of course, in a situation in which the 
larger  community  included  smaller  communities  within  it,  the  needs  of 
minorities  can  be  satisfactorily  accommodated  without  necessarily 
jeopardising the unity of the whole.  See Table (12) at Appendix 4, page 409, 
for more detail. 
Context of Community 
Since  the  ages  of  community  members  is  related  to  the  Context  of 
Community, I shall present the results of that sub-section here and then 
discuss their implications together.  See Table (13) Appendix 4, page 410. 
The  question  about  members’  preferences  for  the  context  of  their 
community  produced  some  interesting  results.    More  than  half  of  the 
respondents (61%) were happy to accept people of mixed background, and 
they didn’t think it mattered whether they were related or not.  Five people 
mentioned  the  importance  of  a  common  locality.    A  smaller  group  (17%) 
opted for an extended family network, although a few of them were happy to 
include others as well.  Fifteen per cent of people thought it was important 
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to share a common history, while 7% believed the individuals who made up 
the community could have diverse backgrounds as long as they had common 
interests, values and goals (preferably permaculture interests and values). 
These  responses  reflect  appropriate  values  for  sustainable 
communities practising inter- and intra-societal equity.  As has been shown 
earlier, PAWA is an open organisation and an integral part of wider society.  
If this were not the case, its programmes could operate to create isolation 
and outgroups.  As it is, the positive philosophy allows it to work for change, 
without seeing non-members as enemies (Cox, 1995:28).  The founder of the 
Foundation for Community Encouragement,45 psychiatrist Scott Peck, sees 
relative  inclusivity  as  essential  to  genuine  community.    He  says  groups 
which exclude others because of various differences are not communities but 
cliques,  and  these  exclusive  tactics  are  defensive  bastions  against 
community (Peck, 1987:61).  Where community exists, pluralism ceases to 
be  a  problem,  Peck  says.    In  fact,  because  community  involves  not  only 
accepting  differences  but  rejoicing  in  them,  individualism  is  actually 
encouraged in community (Peck, 1987:171). 
Inclusivity is certainly necessary if society as a whole is to decrease its 
impact on the environment.  John Young, author of Sustaining the Earth 
(1991), produced some evidence to suggest that the green movement has 
                                                 
45 The Foundation for Community Encouragement Inc. was founded in the USA in 1984 
and  exists  ‘to  encourage  people,  in  a  fragmented  world,  to  discover  new  ways  of  being 
together, living, learning and teaching the principles of community’.  FCE is basically an 
educational organisation which teaches the rules of effective and open communication, i.e. 
community  promotion,  in  experiential  workshops.    Scott  Peck  and  his  co-directors  have 
found that genuine community is characterised by its ‘authenticity, diversity, pluralism, 
and  acceptance  of  human  differences’  (from  various  FCE  pamphlets  and  publications, 
Ridgefield, CT, USA 06877).   174 
developed  a  radical/revisionist  dichotomy  where,  for  example,  engineers 
enthusiastic about wind power find little in common with vegans living in 
communes.  He believes these differences are sometimes a matter of taste 
and need not lead to factionalism.  PAWA includes members as diverse as 
these  groups  and  manages  to  incorporate  them  fairly  successfully.  
Occasionally,  perceived  differences  are  highlighted,  as  occurred  in  early 
1995 following the south-west forest blockade of July 1994.46 
A  prospective  member  living  in  Denmark,  WA  who  had  recently 
migrated  from  Sydney  wrote  to  the  PAWA  Newsletter  expressing  his 
disgust  at  the  Association’s  response  to  a  request  for  support  for  the 
blockade.    As  far  as  he  was  concerned,  a  donation  of  permaculture  car 
stickers to be sold in the local environment centre, was grossly inadequate 
and  suggested  that  members  were  only  concerned  with  their  private 
gardens.  The letter provoked an unprecedented response with four ‘Letters 
to the Editor’ in the subsequent newsletter.  The complainant was reminded 
by the correspondents that there were many ways of contributing to the 
creation of a sustainable world, and that everyone did their ‘bit’ in different 
ways, and that while there was considerable sympathy for the aims of the 
blockade, the limited resources of the Association had to be restricted to its 
own broader educational goals.  The letter writer had the grace to write 
again and request PAWA membership.  He acknowledged his judgment had 
                                                 
46 For reports and discussions about the blockade, see McDonald, Keith, “Blockade Violence 
not  on:  Logging  Protestor”,  in  The  West  Australian ( 1 9 9 4 )  J u n e  2 7 ,  ‘ E a r t h  2 0 0 0 ’  
supplement, p 2, Anon, “At Loggerheads”, The West Australian (1994) July 4, ‘Earth 2000’ 
supplement,  p  3,  and  Anon,  “Felling  Tales”  and  an  advertisement  for  ‘Exhibition o f  
Photographs taken at south west Forest Blockade July 1994’, in The West Australian (1994) 
August 1, ‘Earth 2000’ supplement, pp 2-3. 
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been  hasty  and  now  appreciated  that  others  shared  his  concerns,  albeit 
expressing them in different ways.47 
Young  points  out  that  radical  and  revisionist  aspects  are  equally 
important  to  the  environment  movement;  the  one  pushes  the  politicians, 
and the other builds a base of support for change.  He says all the various 
practical steps toward environmental reform are important because of the 
social climate they create which enables more far-reaching changes at other 
levels  of  society  (1991:176).    My  observations  are  that  PAWA  has  had 
considerable  impact  on  members  of  the  organisation  and  in  society 
generally,  on  the  creation  of  a  social  climate  which  is  more  aware  and 
sympathetic to the requirements of sustainablility.  This is a task in which 
non-government organisations (NGOs) generally play an important role, a 
role  which  is  especially  useful  if  they  encourage  broad  community 
involvement, as PAWA does (Erhlich & Erhlich & Daily, 1995:274). 
 
Origin of Relationships in Community 
Responses  to  the  question  about  the  origin  of  relationships  preferred  in 
community (see Table (14) at Appendix 4, page 410) suggested that PAWA 
members  generally  felt  that  relationships  with  other  people  were  a 
consequence of interaction.  The quality of the relationship was a different 
matter.  In comments additional to their survey choices, a few respondents 
emphasised that getting on well together was essential and must constantly 
                                                 
47 See Letters to the Editor in PAWA Newsletters: Vol. 17. No.2. March 1995; Vol. 17. No. 3. 
May 1995 & Vol. 17. No. 4. July 1995.  
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be worked at, and two people saw their community as either consisting of 
people ‘living in the same area’ or ‘known or known of’. 
Information  from  the  survey  about  relationships  in  local  groups 
supports  the  notion  that  relationships  are  a  consequence  of  interaction.  
Although less than one-quarter of respondents (51 people) belonged to local 
groups at the time of the survey, the information in Table 5 is indicative of 
the kind of relationships permaculture activities foster. 
Table 5.  Relationships in Local Groups. 
 
Relationships  Number of 
Respondents 
Individual friendships  24 
Satisfying interaction with people I wouldn’t normally mix 
with  39 
Antagonistic interaction with others                3 
Easygoing sharing of everyday issues  24 
Playful group bantering  13 
‘Other’                1 
 
NB Based on responses from 51 people who belonged to local groups.  Respondents were 
presented with the categories above and asked to select those they experienced in local 
groups. 
Some of these groups were less than six weeks old at the time of the 
survey  and  several  respondents  felt  it  was  too  early  to  describe  their 
relationships.  Most respondents mentioned only one kind of relationship 
(20  respondents),  about  one-third  (16)  mentioned  two  relationships,  one 
sixth  (9)  three  relationships  and  the  remainder  more  than  five.  
Relationships mentioned in the ‘other’ category (except for one) were easily 
coded into existing categories. 
Regarding specific relationships, more than three-quarters (39 people) 
selected ‘satisfying interaction with people I wouldn’t normally mix with’,   177 
almost half respectively chose the categories of ‘individual friendships’ and 
‘easy-going sharing of everyday issues’ (24 each).  ‘Playful group bantering’ 
was selected by only thirteen of the 51 respondents and even less (3) chose 
‘antagonistic  interaction  with  others’.    One  ‘other’  response  came  from  a 
person with a disability who mentioned the supportive aspect of local group 
membership. 
It  should  be  appreciated  though,  that  the  kinds  of  relationships 
possible in a community will depend to a large extent on the size of that 
community, although communication patterns also play a part. 
Location of Community 
The choice of preferred location of community (see Table (15) at Appendix 4, 
page 410), makes it very clear what the concept means to PAWA members.  
Nearly two-thirds define community as a relatively small-scale settlement 
offering residents easy access to each other.  Understandably, this definition 
precludes  the  term  being  used  by  these  people  to  describe  less  intimate 
groups.    Nevertheless,  the  remaining  third  of  respondents  were  able  to 
perceive community amongst the PAWA population, since their choices for 
the location of their ideal community (in various locations in WA – 12% and 
located here and elsewhere – 25%) effectively described the existing PAWA 
community.  It is possible that people who chose to define community in this 
way  also  prefer  a  less  intimate  form  of  association  with  others.    As  one 
member  wrote  in  relation  to  another  question,  ‘a  sense  of  belonging  is 
important but not essential for everyone’.     178 
Location, however, has an importance beyond that of merely providing 
a setting for human interaction.  David Maybury-Lewis, the anthropologist 
mentioned earlier, who hosted the PBS television series Millennium which 
examined  tribal  wisdom  and  the  modern  world,  remarked  that  for  tribal 
people, the sense of place is folded into their sense of people (1992:280).  Both 
are part of their identity, of their feeling of being at home in the world.  By 
contrast, he said, we separate out the physical place from the people who go 
with it.  This leaves us with no sense of home.48  The desire for small-scale 
community on the part of many PAWA members can be seen in this context.  
It reflects the need for a comprehensive sense of home.  The permaculture 
ethic of caring for the earth can be more tangibly expressed in relation to a 
specific piece of land than the Earth in general.  And members know that 
the healing and nurturing which will be required to bring that land to full 
productivity serves to enhance the sense of belonging to it.  So much the 
better if this task can be carried out with others who share your vision.  The 
sub-sections  ‘Interests’  and  ‘Personal  Contact’  as  aspects  of  the  ideal 
community in the survey question, enlarge on this theme. 
                                                 
48 This statement will not surprise the many immigrant families of Australia and the USA.  
Their loss of familiar places is reflected in the larger disruption of place in the countries 
from which they come.  James (1991:417) sees emigration as one aspect of the broader 
processes of upheaval, globalisation and abstraction which are fracturing our relations to 
others.  He observes that during the 1988 bicentenary of European settlement in Australia, 
various images of ‘place’ were nostalgically remembered, while at the same time the culture 
embraced the factors – speed, movement, planned obsolescence, progress, privatisation and 
the constant recreation of self – which confound the development of deep and enduring 
relations to place and others.  James argues that for modern populations the dominant 
sense of place has become increasingly abstracted with the conception of land as a specific 
place  for  reproducing  life,  providing  meaning  and  forging  a  link  with  the  past,  being 
overshadowed by the sense of land as a commodity.  Of even more consequence for this 
thesis, he highlights the importance of a sense of place for the environmental movement.  
James says it is unlikely that the people of the world will struggle to save the World that 
they all inhabit, without a strong association with a particular place and ties with others 
who share it with them. 
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Interests in Community 
When it comes to interests in common, three-quarters of the group (75%) 
chose ‘general everyday issues’ as the focus of their community.  For 10% of 
these  people,  this  meant  a  range  of  interests  and  bonds  across  the 
community, including some specialised bonds.  A much smaller group (16%), 
saw the interests in their community being of an ‘occupational or specialised 
focus’.  However, these specialised interests included the permaculture focus 
on sustainable living which can also be seen as a general everyday issue.  A 
relatively small group (9%) wanted to ‘share domestic concerns’ with their 
communities. 
The  desire  to  share  domestic  concerns  with  others  suggests  a 
preference for a more communal form of living than is usually the case in 
community.  This is not surprising considering 13% of PAWA members lived 
alone at the time of the survey (see Table (23) at Appendix 4, page 414, 
‘Household  Involvement  in  PAWA  Activities’),  and  videos  depicting  the 
lifestyles of communal landholding groups (e.g. Holy Goat Ranch in NSW) 
have  been  circulated  amongst  the  membership.    Social  researcher,  Hugh 
Mackay, has commented that the increase in one-person households has led 
to an increase in loneliness.  He found that the ‘non-kin household’ was one 
way  individuals  sought  to  deal  with  the  situation  and  it  was  the  fastest 
growing household in Australia.  Mackay believed this was the result of the 
urge  to  create  a  ‘family’  and  enjoy  the  benefits  which  flow  from  being 
identified,  recognised  and  acknowledged  as  part  of  a  human  herd   180 
(1993:278).  We can see this same urge in responses to the next question 
about community relations. 
Relations in Community 
The  largest  proportion  of  respondents  wanted  to  share  general  everyday 
issues (75%) and this implies proximity of location and frequency of contact.  
Both these conditions can be met in the existing permaculture community 
through involvement in local groups.  The type of activities most commonly 
engaged in are shown in Table 6 and depicted graphically in Figure 12. 
 
 
Table 6.  Activities of Local groups. 
 
Activities  Number of 
respondents 
Formal meetings  16 
Visiting each other’s gardens/properties  49 
Demonstrations by members of useful skills  21 
Joint activities on members’ properties  28 
Promotion of permaculture   8 
Exchange between members of the group  26 
Sharing transport to relevant functions  17 
LETS (Local Exchange Trading System)  14 
Social events  15 
‘Other’   4 
 
NB Based on responses from 51 people who belonged to local groups. 
‘Other’,  included  group  purchase  of  foods;  group  garden;  development of primary school 
garden & ‘scrounging’ for resources for group projects from local sources. 
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Figure 12.  Activities of Local Groups. 
 (Based on data in Table 6) 
 
By far the most common activity of local groups is ‘visits to each other’s 
gardens and properties’; more than half indicated that ‘joint activities on 
members’  properties’  was  one  of  their  activities;  half  of  the  groups  were 
involved in informal ‘exchange between members of the group’; somewhat 
less  than  one  half  programmed  ‘demonstrations  by  members  of  useful 
skills’; one-third ‘shared transport when relevant’, almost one-quarter were 
involved  in  ‘LETS’,  held  ‘social  activities’  or  ‘formal  meetings’.    Formal 
‘promotion  of  permaculture’  was  not  usual  amongst  groups,  although 
outsiders  could  observe  the  philosophy  and  practice  of  permaculture 
demonstrated in their joint activities. 
Personal Contact in Community 
Regarding personal contact in their ideal community, about two-thirds of 
respondents  (69%)  chose  ‘regular  but  intermittent  contact’  as  the  level  of   182 
personal contact they would like in their community.  For some of these 
people this would also include people whom they ‘rarely met but who shared 
common aims and practices’.  These ‘interest-sharing but rarely met people’ 
were  considered  by  17%  to  be  their  main  source  of  community,  while  a 
further 11% wanted community members to have ‘regular daily contact’.  A 
minority (2%) thought contact would depend on the type of community. 
These  ideal  levels  of  contact  are  not  so  different  from  the  type  of 
contact members of local groups already have with each other.  Over half of 
the  local  groups  met  monthly,  with  the  rest  divided  between  fortnightly 
meetings  and  irregular  meetings,  plus  one  group  which  met  every  three 
weeks.  In the PAWA community as a whole, less than half of the members 
(44%) meet regularly at monthly meetings because of distance or logistic 
problems or because they had other priorities (for more detail see Table (24) 
at Appendix 4, page 414).  The difficulty many members face in attending 
meetings and other events was the main reason why the formation of local 
groups was encouraged. 
Interaction can be seen as the lifeblood of community, the factor which 
provides the setting for the valued personal relationships and nurtures the 
sense of belonging.  Richard Sennett argues that a society with a low level of 
interaction is likely to create a destructive collective personality.  This is 
because the limited interaction means people know little about each other 
and  find  it  hard  to  tell  who  belongs  and  who  does  not.    The  collective 
personality  can  only  be  a  fantasy,  he  says,  but  it  is  maintained  through 
hostility to outsiders who do not possess the abstract characteristics of those   183 
who  clearly  belong.    He  describes  this  kind  of  collectivity  as  ‘destructive 
gemeinschaft’ in which ‘emotional relations with other people [are seen] as a 
state  of  being,  rather  than  as  actions  shared’  (1974:239).    The  result  of 
insufficient interaction between different groups in society was illustrated 
in the acrimonious debate about Asian immigration and affirmative policies 
for  Aborigines  which  took  place  in  Australia  in  1996,  initiated  by  new 
Federal Member of Parliament, Pauline Hanson. 
Generalist  organisations  such  as  PAWA  then,  have  an  important 
function in providing a setting for comfortable interactions among different 
people.  While the Association has not yet managed to attract persons of 
Aboriginal  descent  to  meetings,  information  about  bush  tucker  and  bush 
medicine is valued and presented at permaculture courses, meetings and 
field days.  Some members are involved in developing permaculture projects 
with  Aboriginal  communities,  as  for  example,  with  the  WartaKutju 
Aboriginal Corporation which is located 150 km north of Kalgoorlie (Anda, 
1994:28). 
Promoting  cooperation  between  Aborigines  and  other  members  of 
Australian society may well be our greatest challenge, but there are many 
other  groups  in  society  who  have  little  contact  with  each  other.    Such  a 
situation allows for the growth of prejudices, i.e. rigid stereotypes arising 
from  our  in-built  tendency  to  caricature  the  world  (Ornstein  &  Ehrlich, 
1989:91);  but  broad  generalist  organisations  counteract  this  tendency.  
PAWA focuses on the common and the general, and these inclusive concerns   184 
are favoured by the majority of respondents as the interests they would like 
to share in their ideal community.   
In  my  experience,  these  concerns  already  provide  a  focus  for  the 
existing  PAWA  community.    However,  the  degree  to  which  members  are 
able  to  share  and  cooperate  in  meeting  the  demands  of  the  common 
concerns would be greatly enhanced by neighbourhood proximity.  This is 
why  so  many  members  would  like  to  be  part  of  a  local  group  and  why 
locality  is  such  an  important  part  of  cooperative  living.    As  well  as 
underlining the material basis of community, proximity permits a level of 
interaction sufficient to neutralise the potential divisiveness of variations in 
personal circumstances.  A variation of some consequence in modern society 
is that of income, and it is interesting to see how PAWA members saw this 
in relation to their ideal community. 
Income in Community 
A large number of people who were surveyed (60%) were happy to have a 
‘wide variation in economic circumstances’ in their community.  Of those 
who  wrote  comments  on  this  aspect  of  community  life,  almost  all  said 
economics was ‘not important’, that it was ‘irrelevant’ or was ‘not an issue’.  
One-quarter  of  respondents  (25%)  preferred  a  ‘fairly  limited  variation  in 
economic circumstances’, while 14% wanted everyone to have ‘roughly the 
same  income  level’.    Two  people  felt  that  whether  or  not  there  were 
variations in income would depend on the purpose of the community.   185 
My  field  experiences  at  the  local  level  support  the  opinion  of  the 
majority;  the  process  of  interacting  through  shared  activities  provided  a 
counterbalance to our differing circumstances.  It has been suggested that 
the development of community in modern society would be aided by limiting 
wage  differentials  between  people  (Maybury-Lewis,  1992:277)  and  at  the 
level  of  the  whole  society,  this  may  well  be  the  case.    But  at  the 
neighbourhood level, income differences are just one of the many differences 
exemplified by individuals living in a complex modern society.  I argue that 
it is lack of interaction and not difference per se which mitigates against 
community. 
Values in Community 
The  question  about  values  presented  respondents  with  choices  about 
preferred level of identification with the values underlying their common 
life, or, to put it another way, gave them the opportunity of considering the 
extent of diversity in values they would be prepared to accept in their ideal 
community.    The  results  were  not  surprising  considering  the  inclusive 
nature of PAWA (see Table (19) at Appendix 4, page 412).  To summarise, 
two-thirds  of  respondents  (67%)  would  be  comfortable  in  a  community 
which shared ‘broad values which were discussed and identified’.  Smaller 
proportions  wanted  their  community  to  ‘share  comparable  values  which 
were rarely discussed’ (16%) or ‘specific values regularly focussed on’ (15%).  
Five  people  decided  the  combination  of  values  would  depend  on  the 
community in question.      186 
The spread of choices reflects my experience of the differing attitudes 
of PAWA members to the permaculture philosophy.  The majority feel that 
broad  values  are  sufficient  to  bind  the  group  and  at  the  same  time  will 
permit  the  level  of  personal  freedom  and  independence  expected  by 
members – an issue of some consequence for any community.  The broad 
common  ideas  and  values  underpinning  a  community  –  in  this  case 
permaculture  ideas  and  values  –  can  be  seen  as  symbols  which  provide 
members with ‘something to make meaning of’ (Cohen, 1985:17).  
As  Cohen  says,  the  main  value  of  symbols  is  precisely  their 
imprecision;  the  fact  that  different  individuals  can  interpret  them  and 
express them in diverse ways.  Hence, the permaculture community uses its 
values as an ‘aggregating’ device, to use Cohen’s term, rather than as an 
integrating device (Cohen, 1985:20).  This use of symbols in the Association 
is borne out by my observation of interactions in the PAWA community.  
However, within the confines of a small residential community, it is possible 
that  members’  actual  values  may  need  to  be  more  similar  to  ensure 
harmony.  It all depends, it seems to me, on the level of closeness desired 
within the community.  In the community of interest created by marriage, 
for example, the scope for divergence between the partners in relation to 
fundamental values, is quite small, while a large modern society can more 
or  less  ‘hang  together’  despite  a  great  diversity  of  personal  values.    In 
between  these  two  extremes,  we  can  identify  the  various  forms  of 
community and note that values are an important aspect of the common life 
that members share.   187 
Social Interaction and Morality 
The relation between a common way of life and shared values is crucial, and 
I would like to digress at this point to review the contribution of several 
scholars on this topic.  At a time when public figures regularly lament the 
decline  in  moral  sense  among  the  populace,  political  philosophers  are 
increasingly pointing out that one result of the individualism we so prize is 
a  reduction  in  shared  activities  with  a  concomitant  decrease  in  shared 
values.  They point out that values and discourse about values only develop 
within the context of connection with others, i.e. community, and that even 
personal freedom acquires content only through the meanings embedded in 
a shared form of life (discussed by Stephen, 1983:127; Cochran, 1989). 
Values, of course, are not merely abstract ideas which exist only at the 
level of the intellect; they are ideas about appropriate behaviour which is 
expressed  in  virtuous  conduct  and  recognised  as  moral  compliance.    The 
moral philosopher, Alasdair MacIntyre, argues that virtue and morality are 
inseparably  tied  to  particular  social  custom  and  tradition,  that  is,  to 
community (1981).  He argues further that without adequate interactions 
among the inhabitants of a particular location, there is little opportunity for 
the development of generally accepted ideas about desirable behaviour and 
little reason for individuals to conform to such expectations. 
The morality of a people, MacIntyre argues, can only be understood in 
relation  to  its  social  and  historical  context.    There  is  no  meaning  in   188 
particular  moral  imperatives  outside  a  shared  understanding  of  what 
constitutes  the  good  life  and  the  virtues,  i.e.  acquired  human  qualities 
which  are  required  for  the  realisation  of  the  good  life  (1981:178).    Since 
there  is  little  agreement  about  the  features  of  the  good  life  in  modern 
societies,  we  have  come  to  rely  on  rules  to  achieve  what  common 
understandings arrived at through regular interactions, would have done in 
the past.  In this situation, the prime question becomes ‘what rules ought 
we to follow?’ and the decision about rules determines which virtues are to 
be  encouraged.49    As  a  result,  acceptable  behaviour  comes  to  depend 
ultimately on enforcement by law.   
MacIntyre  believes  the  tradition  of  the  virtues  is  at  variance  with 
central  features  of  the  modern  economic  order  such  as  individualism, 
acquisitiveness  and  economic  rationalism.    Since  the  emphasis  on  those 
values  means  a  corresponding  de-emphasis  on  their  opposites,  i.e. 
individualism  versus  community,  acquisitiveness  versus  frugality,  and  
economic  rationalism  versus  economics  in  the  service  of  community, 
MacIntyre’s  thesis  is  highly  relevant  to  the  promotion  of  a  sustainable 
society.   
The  notion  that  morality  is  essentially  normative  and  social  is 
supported by Bellett in his paper entitled “The Evolution of Societal Values 
                                                 
49 MacIntyre (1981:112) argues that this procedure should be reversed.  He says we should 
examine  the  virtues  in  order  to  understand  the  function  and  authority  of  rules,  which 
means, of course, that we need to scrutinise the community whose common life gave rise to 
the specific practices (i.e. virtues) that brought about the realisation of a particular version 
of the good life.  
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Compatible with Ecological Sustainability” (1990) which examined the role 
of morality in cooperative social behaviour.  He concluded that for any given 
population,  the  collective  values  and  ideas  of  the  Good  are  merely 
conventions which are believed to operate in the long-term enlightened self-
interest of individuals.  These conventions depend on cultural history but 
probably would not have developed without an innate biological tendency 
towards cooperative group living (1990:11).  Bellett studied the topic from 
an evolutionary point of view, and concluded that any development of an 
effective  environmental  ethic  would  need  to  be  based  on  a  ‘paradigm  of 
reality and observations of nature by the population’ (1990:51).  That is, it 
must seem realistic in relation to their experiences of how nature works. 
Bellett  discusses  the  small  hunter-gatherer  in-groups  in  which  it  is 
thought cooperation evolved, then goes on to consider the collective action 
modern societies might employ to resolve intractable problems.  He assumes 
that representative democracy is the most efficient and equitable system for 
maintaining  non-spontaneous  order  in  a  political  unit,  and  says  it  is 
important  to  understand  how  desirable  changes  can  be  induced.    Bellett 
believes  reforms  are  only  likely  to  occur  if  a  substantial  body  of  the 
governed  support  the  changes,  so  it  is  necessary  to  understand  how 
spontaneous  changes  in  values  and  conduct  arise  in  small  groups  and 
spread through society.   
Bellett (1990:51) expects that the evolution of an environmental ethic 
will be a gradual process and be grounded in existing cultural traditions.  
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social perception of the human situation in the real world and through that 
a  change  in  the  social  vision  of  what  constitutes  the  Good  Life.    He  is 
confident that appropriate values, norms, rules and laws will follow.  
MacIntyre and Bellett both emphasise the importance of community 
and personal interaction in the creation and maintenance of conventions of 
value and standards of conduct.  It seems that PAWA members are right in 
assuming that broad values are sufficient to bind their community together 
in the context of regular contact and a shared lifestyle at the fundamental 
level.    An  examination  of  the  processes  that  PAWA  members  employ  to 
educate  themselves  about  ecologically  sustainable  practices  in  later 
chapters,  will  provide  some  data  to  answer  Bellett’s  question  about  how 
changes in values and conduct emerge in small groups and spread through 
society. 
Further  support  for  the  claim  that  social  morality  is  an  outcome  of 
community  interaction  comes  from  Hugh  Mackay’s  research  programme.  
Mackay  has  been  investigating  the  attitudes  and  values  of  Australians 
continuously  for  almost  thirty  years  (1993:v)  and  says  during  that  time 
there has been a noticeable decline in emphasis on personal relationships.  
Less importance is now placed on being part of a family, a neighbourhood or 
a community and, not surprisingly, the result is a declining awareness of 
shared culture.  Social cohesion has been undermined by the disintegration 
of these human networks, Mackay says, but notes evidence of a renewed 
desire to re-establish ‘tribal connections’.    191 
 Among  these  signs  is  a  new  willingness  on  the  part  of  people  to 
cooperate  with  each  other  in  dealing  with  environmental  degradation.  
Mackay predicts that increasing urban congestion will force Australians to 
develop more cooperative ways of living together and notes the role of the 
environment in fostering that capacity (1993:270-274), an observation which 
is consistent with my research findings. 
Sense of Belonging in Community 
Because  a  ‘sense  of  belonging’  to  the  group  is  fundamental  to  the 
development  of  an  ethical  framework,  it  seemed  relevant  to  ask  PAWA 
members what they understood by that phrase and how they would like it 
to operate in their ideal community.  The question presented respondents 
with a series of statements and an open choice.  Responses showed that the 
sense  of  belonging  favoured  by  respondents  varied  considerably.    The 
largest  proportion  (40%)  see  ‘belonging  to  group  as  part  of  self-identity’; 
another  32%  believe  ‘belonging  to  group  is  important,  but  take  it  for 
granted’, while a further 20% find their ‘level of identification at the abstract 
level’.    In  the  category  ‘other’  (9%),  the  majority  of  respondents  either 
discussed  other  aspects  of  community  or  believed  the  sense  of  belonging 
would vary from group to group, while a few gave idiosyncratic responses 
(see Table (20) at Appendix 4, page 412). 
The query about the sense of belonging was the final sub-section in the 
complex question concerning community characteristics.  It is interesting 
that  PAWA  members  were  less  unanimous  in  their  responses  to  this 
question  than  to  any  of  the  others  except  the  one  about  [origin  of]   192 
relationships  in  community.    The  pattern  of  responses  to  both  these 
questions suggests that members are more interested in the processes of 
community building, than the origins of the people in it or the emotional 
outcome of interaction. 
 
However,  two  related  survey  questions  which  followed  the  complex 
question asked respondents to choose both the best and the worst things 
about community life (see Tables (21) & (22), Appendix 4, page 413), and 
responses showed that a sense of belonging is not unimportant for members. 
The Best and the Worst Things About Community Life 
A ‘sense of belonging’ was the most popular choice of those who selected one 
best thing about community life.  Thirty-two percent chose this option.  The 
next most popular choice was ‘social interaction’ (22%) followed by ‘practical 
help’ (21%).  ‘Emotional support’ was selected by only 5%.  Another 5% chose 
‘other’ as their best thing.  Of these people, two opted for common goals and 
values, three saw it as facilitating sustainable (permaculture) practices and 
the  remaining  five  people  gave  highly  individualistic  answers.    Fourteen 
percent of respondents found it impossible to make just one choice; more 
than half of these people circled all possibilities and the rest varied in their 
selection of between two and four choices (for more detail see Table (21) at 
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In relation to the choices presented concerning the worst thing about 
community  life,  a  large  proportion  of  respondents  (82%)  chose  one  worst 
thing about community life.  About one-third of these people (34%) thought 
‘politicking’  was  the  worst  thing;  17%  said  ‘lack  of  privacy’,  11%  found 
‘gossip’  the  worst  thing  and  ‘arguments’  and  ‘rules  and  regulations’  were 
each chosen by 10%.  Of the remainder, 11% chose ‘other’.  Dislikes included 
apathy  and  interpersonal  problems,  while  four  of  these  people  expressed 
disbelief that the sort of problems listed in the options could even occur in a 
community.  Eight percent of respondents had more than one dislike; gossip 
plus  arguments  was  a  common  twosome,  but  some  people  who  were 
obviously not attracted to community life circled all the negative choices 
presented (for more detail see Table (22) at Appendix 4, page 413). 
  Results from these two questions raise some important issues about 
community interaction, and these touch on the size of community.  A little 
cluster of houses in the country or on the fringes of the city, i.e. a hamlet-
sized village, which was preferred by a significant proportion of respondents 
(discussed  in  section  on  ‘Size  of  Community’),  will  certainly  permit  all 
residents  to  know  one  another  and  will  provide  plenty  of  occasion  for 
interaction and mutual help.  But it will also present the opportunity for 
friction  between  residents,  which  Richard  Sennett  (1974)  thinks  is 
inevitable  in  these  circumstances.    He  believes  the  experience  of  other 
people’s personalities in an intimate communal territory is destructive and 
that the modern belief that closeness and intimacy is the only good, exists 
precisely because of our lack of a vibrant public culture.  He describes this   194 
culture  as  the  ‘sociable  community’  (Sennett,  1974:222)  –  the  realm  of 
acquaintances and strangers which in the past included a relatively wide 
diversity of people.  Interaction in the sociable community is facilitated by 
various  ritual  masks  of  politeness,50  and  the  sense  of  community  is  the 
outcome of shared action and a shared sense of collective self.   
Sennett’s  ‘sociable  community’  is  akin  to  the  level  of  community  I 
highlighted earlier with the bedsheet metaphor, when discussing the need 
to restore the social fabric of society.  He says – rightly in my experience – 
that people are more sociable, the more they have some private space to 
retreat  to  (Sennett,1974:11).    Sennett’s  concern,  and  mine,  is  that  when 
people become absorbed with creating small intimate communities of like-
minded people, they run the risk not only of falling out with each other, but 
of  withdrawing  from  the  world  rather  than  challenging  the  political 
processes which render our society socially and ecologically unsustainable. 
Modern society has drawn too clear a line between public and private 
with the result that the vital part of life outside the circle of family and 
close  friends  has  been  neglected  and  undervalued.    This  is  the  world  of 
common cause and common action, Sennett says, a world of relationships 
facilitated  by  the  ritual  masks  of  civility,  which  make  public  intercourse 
                                                 
50 These ritual masks in the past included styles of dress, models of speech and particular 
gestures which enabled people to identify themselves in public, reduced suspicion among 
strangers and facilitated real and pleasurable relations with those whom one might never 
know intimately. 
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between  relative  strangers  possible  and  pleasurable.    He  adds,  ‘civilised 
relations  can  only  proceed  when  nasty  little  personal  attitudes  are  kept 
private’ (Sennett, 1974:4) and when people limit what they express to each 
other.51  In fact, it is the essence of civility to treat others as though they 
were  strangers  and  to  forge  a  bond  on  that  social  distance  (Sennett, 
1974:264).    Of  course  he  is  not  suggesting  that  we  treat  everyone  as 
strangers all the time; merely that there is value in interactions with others 
based  on  respectful  distance  rather  than  familiarity.    Sennett’s  ‘social 
masks’ are customary behaviours considered appropriate when dealing with 
those we do not know well, such as the tradition of men opening doors for 
women and young people relinquishing seats to older persons. 
 
The  ‘sociable  community’  in  which  civility  is  so  important  is  more 
apparent in the city where strangers are most likely to meet, Sennett says.  
But the masks required to foster this civility have fallen into disrepair and 
need to be created anew.  We must do this, he says, through trial and error, 
through a desire to live with others and work together, rather than because 
of a compulsion to get close to other people. 
                                                 
51 A point verified by the effect of the Pauline Hanson-inspired race debate in Australia 
which  began  in  1996.    In  this  debate,  attitudes  which  had  previously  been  largely 
suppressed were aired publicly, resulting in a marked increase in tension and ill-feeling 
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Permaculture  settlements  the  size  of  Crystal  Waters  can  probably 
avoid most of the pitfalls of smaller groupings and have the potential to 
create ‘sociable communities’ if the inhabitants recognise and respect each 
other’s need for privacy and distance.  However, the development of skills in 
compromise may be limited in such communities simply because only the 
relatively well-off can now afford to buy into Crystal Waters.52  By contrast, 
the wide range of incomes found in the existing PAWA community provide 
the potential for more differences between members, thereby increasing the 
need  and  the  opportunities  for  developing  the  skills  of  tolerance  and 
compromise.  
However,  my  impression  is  that  there  is  a  proportion  of  PAWA 
members who would like to avoid the challenge of finding ways of living 
sustainably with those who do not see the need for change.  They dream of 
retreating from mainstream society in the company of a few like-minded 
people,  moving  to  the  country,  and  working  to  create  a  self-sufficient 
permaculture  community.    It  is  likely  that  those  who  were  unable  to 
imagine any disadvantages of community life are part of this group.  But 
whether we live in a small community or suburb, in the city or the country, 
there are skills we all need to possess to facilitate everyday intercourse. 
                                                 
52 In his ten-year evaluation of the village’s development, one of the designers regretted 
that the increase in the cost of lots (A$20,000 in 1985 to A$45,000 in 1994) had limited the 
diversity of socio-economic groups at Crystal Waters (Lindegger, 1994:13).  By 1999 the 
cost of lots at the village had risen to A$55,000, or A$26,000 for a part-share, as shown by 
sale listings on the Crystal Waters web-site (last up-dated on 22.5.99).  However, the need 
for  a  greater  range  of  housing  has  been  recognised  by  the  organisers  of  the  village 
cooperative and discussions are currently being held to plan their development (Gamble, 
1999:61).    Information  about  Crystal  Waters  Permaculture  Village  is  available  from: 
http://www.ecovillages.org/australia/crystalwaters/overview/cwoverview1.html. 
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Communication in Community 
To concede that there can be friction in small groups is not to suggest that 
we do not need close and intimate relationships.  Most of us do and many 
people spend a great deal of time and energy seeking the perfect partner.  
Indeed, many couples get together looking for a partner to fulfil all their 
social and emotional needs.  Such expectations are unrealistic and place a 
heavy  burden  on  relationships,  says  a  counsellor  from  Relationships 
Australia53 in an article on the topic.  Her answer to the problem was to 
suggest  that  partners  develop  better  communication  skills  (Byres,  1994).  
While this approach is useful, such individualistic solutions only tend to put 
more pressure on private relationships and they overlook the contribution 
to personal well-being that a strong public culture and healthy community 
can make. 
It is certainly true that the ideal community, whether in marriage, in 
the  family,  or  in  wider  society,  is  fostered  and  nurtured  by  good 
communication.    Unfortunately,  in  modern  society  it  is  often  easier  to 
remove  ourselves  from  those  whom  we  find  difficult  to  get  along  with, 
rather than finding ways of dealing with unpleasant situations.  Few people 
or  communities  have  problem-solving  skills  or  an  awareness  of  their 
importance.  And yet, Hugh Mackay says, communication is ‘the skill we 
most  need  to  restore  our  community  and  the  power  of  personal 
relationships’ (reported by Thornton, 1994) because ‘we are social creatures 
and we thrive . . . on our connections with each other’ (Mackay, 1995:27). 
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Fortunately,  the  skills  of  communication  can  be  learned,  but  good 
communication does not necessarily mean we will always agree with each 
other.  In the same way that personal integrity requires that we accept the 
pain  caused  by  ‘allowing  matters  to  rub  against  each  other’,  community 
integration requires that we accept the discord and disagreements which 
arise from the conflicting needs, demands and interests of members (Peck, 
1987:235).    However,  the  situation  is  often  avoided,  Eva  Cox  (1995:64) 
observes, because people see dissent as conflict, and akin to ‘wars, violence 
and  assaults’.    She  argues  that  ‘the  slide  from  disagreement  to  physical 
strife  is  very  much  part  of  macho-masculine  culture’  and  once  we  move 
away  from  that  we  can  begin  to  see  dissent  as  productive  rather  than 
destructive. 
In  workshops  conducted  by  the  Foundation  for  Community 
Encouragement,  initiated  by  Scott  Peck,  participants  learn  that  healthy 
community does not avoid conflict but seeks to reconcile it.  And the essence 
of reconciliation, Peck (1987:235) says, is the painful, sacrificial process of 
‘emptying’.  Community always pushes its members to empty themselves 
sufficiently to make room for the other point of view, the new and different 
understanding, and in so doing to urge its members to ever deeper levels of 
integrity.    In  other  words,  community  building  is  a  commitment  to 
generosity  –  the  generosity  of  opening  to  the  ideas  of  others,  as  well  as 
giving them our own ideas, friendship, time and energy (Kelly & Sewell, 
1988).  But the first step in the development of community is meaningful 
contact with a range of other people.  Such contact is facilitated by common   199 
activities which allow relative strangers to interact and work together on 
tasks  of  general  interest.    PAWA  illustrates  the  advantages  of  common 
activities in building community.  
In  these  circumstances,  skills  in  cooperative  consensus  may  be 
cultivated.  Such skills will be in short supply as tensions increase over the 
need  to  limit  the  use  of  resources  and  decrease  the  amount  of  waste 
discharged  into  the  environment.    Grass  roots  consensus,  if  it  can  be 
achieved, will obviate the need for continual government regulation (which 
is seen in the USA as a form of tyranny), but it depends on a well-developed 
sense of community among those involved in the exploitation of a particular 
resource (Bennett, 1993:72).  Even then, as Cox (1995:61) has pointed out, 
consensus or compromise is not always possible.  Sometimes a decision has 
to be made which does not please everyone, but in a genuine community 
with plenty of trust and goodwill, some appropriate form of compensation 
can usually be worked out for those adversely affected. 
In the meantime, let us return to PAWA and the members’ ideas about 
the ideal community. 
Summary of PAWA Members’ Ideal Community 
While  a  range  of  views  about  favoured  community  characteristics  were 
expressed by respondents, I have extracted only the key features of their 
choices  for  this  summary.    It  seems  reasonable  to  conclude  that  PAWA 
members predominantly conceived of community as a relatively small group 
consisting of people of all ages, with varying backgrounds who had been 
known  for  differing  periods  of  time.    They  were  willing  to  accept  wide   200 
variations  in  economic  circumstances,  but  wanted  members  of  their 
community to live in the same neighbourhood or town, have regular but 
intermittent contact and share general everyday issues.  They were content 
to  cement  their  community  with  broad  but  recognised  values,  and  they 
expected the outcome to be a sense of belonging, variously comprehended by 
individuals. 
Apart from the size and location, members’ ideal community bears a 
remarkable resemblance to community in the Association as I experienced 
it, as will be seen in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 8 
Community in PAWA: Data from Participant 
Observation  
The following excerpts in italic come from records kept of my involvement in 
PAWA during the course of this study.  They will give some idea of the 
extent of community in the Association and allow the reader to compare my 
observations  with  the  responses  of  other  PAWA  members  in  the  survey.  
Further  information  about  community  in  PAWA  will  be  given  in  the 
following chapter. 
Community in PAWA 
Following  the  public  meeting  in  May  1992  addressed  by  Bill  Mollison 
mentioned in a previous chapter, my first involvement with the Association 
was  through  an  Introduction  to  Permaculture  course.    The  one  that  I 
attended  was  the  first  of  a  series  arranged  to  capitalise  on  the  public 
interest aroused by Mollison’s visit to WA.  The two-day course was held in 
the horticultural compound of a metropolitan TAFE54 college that featured 
a seven-year old permaculture garden.   
 
There were twenty-five of us, around one-third women and two-
thirds men and we ranged in age from about eighteen to over sixty.  
Our  occupations  varied  too,  professional,  skilled  trades,  self-
employed, unemployed and retired.  We all wanted to know more 
about permaculture.  We were surprised to learn that it was not 
about self-sufficiency but about mutual interdependence. 
  On  the  first  day  our  teacher  recounted  the  aims  and  ethics  of 
permaculture  and  then  we  discussed  the  characteristics  of 
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permaculture systems.  A tour of the demonstration garden later in 
the day enabled us to observe an application of the theory.  And on 
the second day, we trooped out to the demonstration garden again 
to put some of the theory we had learnt into practice.   
  Some  of  the  students  organised  a  worm  farm,  others  made  a 
circle garden while I joined the group making a herb spiral.  After 
a  few  hours  in  the  garden  we  returned  to  the  classroom  and 
started  planning  the  changes  we  intended  to  make  in  our  own 
gardens or the beginnings of a design for a property.  We learnt 
what resources were available and where they could be obtained.  
We  were  given  names  and  addresses  of  useful  contacts  and 
welcomed into the network of permaculture enthusiasts.  And, as a 
take-home  gift,  each  of  us  was  given  a  container  with  a  few 
manure  worms  in  it  and  lots  of  cuttings  to  get  us  started  in 
permaculture. 
 
This course marked the beginning of my adventures in permaculture.  
It wasn’t long before I had started a worm farm in the corner of our garden 
and began depositing my organic vegetable scraps there rather than in the 
council bin.  I was delighted with my new composting device and the worms 
flourished!  After this, I was keen to attend a PAWA meeting.  The following 
is an account of the first meeting I attended in September 1992. 
This was held in a large hall in one of the eastern suburbs.  The 
meeting was attended by a capacity audience which was seated in 
rows facing the front of the hall with the overflow standing around 
the  walls.    The  large  gathering  was  welcomed  by  the  female 
convenor and notices were called for.  These covered a range of 
issues.    One  man  asked  for  information  as  to  where  he  could 
obtain  a  particular  kind  of  pump;  another  advised  that  a 
permaculture stall would be organised for a forthcoming Expo and 
called for volunteers; a permaculture teacher gave the date of his 
next training course; another member requested help in collecting 
Acacia seeds which were soon to ripen, also for people who were 
prepared to grow two dozen of the seeds in milk cartons for Men Of 
The  Trees,  and  a  woman  asked  whether  anyone  could  identify 
some bugs she had brought from her garden.  The requests of most 
of these people seemed to be satisfied by various members in the 
audience. 
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     Then  the  open  forum  was  introduced.    The  topic  was 
retrofitting,  which  refers  to  the  changing  of  an  existing  house 
structure into a more effective design for the climate that we live 
in.  Despite the awkward seating arrangements for the purpose, 
the  large  gathering  managed  to  have  a  lively  interactive 
discussion.  Methods that had been tried with varying degrees of 
success  were  described  and  discussed  with  much  enthusiasm.  
Afterwards supper was served, and members and visitors roamed 
around  the  hall  conversing  in  small  groups  or  looking  at 
permaculture  books  available  for  purchase  or  the  enticing 
collection  of  seeds  which  could  be  had  free  from  the  seed  bank.  
Several large pumpkins had been brought to the meeting to give 
away.  There was an air of open friendliness about the place and 
an assumption that if you were there, you belonged to the group.  
This was community by participation – the kind of community I 
had experienced in the country where I grew up, but had seldom 
met  in  the  city.    It  was  the  kind  of  community  that  would 
encourage me to come to further meetings. 
 
Attendance  at  subsequent  PAWA  meetings  generally  confirmed  my 
earlier impressions and I gradually came to know more people, in addition 
to several from the introductory course.  The Association attracted a broad 
cross-section  of  people  –  senior  citizens,  young  adults  and  everything  in 
between.  The areas of interest were very broad as indicated by the meeting 
topics.  These included talks of immediate application to most people, such 
as  urban  vegetable  growing;  rock  dust  and  its  uses;  planting  by  the 
principles of the moon; herbs and what to do with them; exotic fruits to grow 
in Perth; advice on managing bees, worms, bantams, goats, king pigeons & 
rabbits in permaculture systems; and weeds and how they can work for you.  
The  practical  talks  were  always  the  most  popular,  and  this  last  topic 
attracted about 260 people. 
Other popular topics were of a more specialised practical nature such 
as  mud-brick  and  rammed  earth  building,  retrofitting  and  aquaculture,   204 
while  others  provided  detailed  information  to  support  the  various 
permaculture  practices.    These  included  the  micro  and  macro  of  soil 
enhancement, a guide to edible native plants, seed harvesting and trading, 
and integrated termite management. 
The breadth of permaculture interests is indicated by the fact that, 
apart from the topics already mentioned, each year’s programme is likely to 
include talks about environmentally friendly cleaning products; architecture 
for  comfort  and  energy  conservation;  designing  sustainable  human 
settlements; water and official policies on its use and conservation; some 
aspect of community development, and reports about permaculture projects 
overseas. 
Meeting  nights  are  followed  each  month  by  a  field  day  of  related 
interest.    These  are  often  excursions  to  members’  properties  to  observe 
features of general or specific interest, sometimes they are held in country 
areas and a bus is organised to augment private transport.  These outings 
are extremely popular and an old-time member told me that a different mix 
of  people  goes  to  these  than  usually  attend  meetings.    Other  field  days 
include  visits  to  innovative  projects  such  as  cooperative  housing  estates; 
converted backyard swimming pools; city agriculture; community gardens; 
Solar Energy Information Centre; Appropriate Technology Centre and the 
various  permaculture  resource  centres.    As  well  as  enthusing  members 
generally, these days have the added advantage of enabling country folk 
and more distant urban members to enjoy the company and interest of other 
permaculturists.   205 
Permaculture Community at the Local Level 
Following the great influx of new members in 1992, the PAWA committee 
took steps to ensure these people were made to feel part of the organisation.  
The formation of local groups was actively encouraged because the meeting 
venue  was  difficult  for  many  people  to  reach  and  the  committee  was 
concerned that the large numbers would result in anonymity.  Soon after 
my  study  began,  I  was  fortunate  to  be  invited  to  become  a  foundation 
member of the local group in my area.  This was a wonderful opportunity for 
participant observation; I was able to observe and experience the formation 
of  a  community  group  which  had  as  its  aim  the  support  of  individuals 
wanting  to  develop  a  more  sustainable  lifestyle.    This  level  of  the 
organisation  also  includes  a  range  of  personal  circumstances  among  the 
membership as shown by the following excerpt from my field notes. 
The twelve people who met for the inaugural meeting came from 
suburbs clustered along a defined stretch of the freeway south of 
Perth.  We met on the property of a retired man and his wife who 
had been PAWA members for fourteen years and told us they had 
‘lived a similar existence for fifty years’.  Their property, of slightly 
less  than  one  hectare,  featured  native  tree  plantings,  an 
assortment of fruit trees, ground covers, vegetables and a variety of 
animals – ducks, geese, bantams, goats, and cats and dogs.  They 
had designed their solar home themselves and lived comfortably 
and well on the pension.  The old man is one of PAWA’s most loved 
and colourful characters and I welcomed the opportunity to get to 
know him and his wife. 
     Besides  them,  two  other  attendees  were  members  of  several 
years  standing,  a  middle-aged  male  geologist  with  a  country 
property whose work took him out of the city for long stretches and 
a  professional  woman  who  had  designed  her  garden  along 
permaculture lines and made other life-style changes.  The rest of 
us were fairly new to the Association and only two had completed 
an Introduction to Permaculture course.  One middle-aged couple 
owned a property about an hour’s drive from Perth and intended 
to move there upon retirement.  The man worked as a regional 
manager for a large retailing company and his wife – of northern   206 
European  extraction  –  worked  part-time  as  a  secretary.    She 
obviously loved clothing and jewellery but it was clear that she 
had  a  genuine  love  of  natural  things  and  spoke  fondly  of  the 
chooks she kept in the backyard of their suburban home. 
     Another middle-aged woman with an English accent, explained 
that she and her family kept horses on their two hectare property 
on the outskirts of the city.  She also had ducks and poultry and a 
worm farm and was busy establishing fruit trees and a vegetable 
garden.    Two  other  couples  had  also  recently  purchased  hobby-
farm size blocks on the outskirts of the metropolitan area; one of 
them ran a veterinary supplies  business and the other was just 
embarking on a large-scale herb-growing venture.  The remainder 
lived on typical suburban blocks and included a couple with young 
children (he worked as a groundsman at a local private school), an 
attractive youngish woman with a flair for growing things who 
worked in the box office of a regional theatre and had established 
a very productive garden with a variety of fruit trees, vegetables 
and ponds enhanced by the bird calls from a large aviary.  And 
then  there  was  me,  a  middle-aged  student  with  a  farming 
background  and  two  teenage  sons,  married  to  a  busy  academic 
ecologist.  
     Five other people later joined the group.  Of one couple the man 
was a professional in the public service whose wife had left her 
nursing  to  stay  home  with  their  two  young  sons  and  the  other 
couple with their three young children had dreams of being self-
sufficient in a permaculture community one day.  Neither of them 
was well-educated and the man accepted a variety of jobs but was 
later unemployed for a period.  Finally, a single mother who was 
busy  creating  a  cottage-style  garden  on  her  ‘quarter  acre’  block, 
asked  to  join  the  group.    She  worked  full-time  in  an 
administrative area of the public service. 
I have described the characteristics of these people in some detail to 
emphasise  the  range  of  occupations  which  are  attracted  to  permaculture 
and the opportunity the Association provides for us to interact.  On this first 
occasion, we spent most of the time introducing ourselves and getting to 
know each other.  We decided to meet on a fortnightly basis until everyone’s 
property had been visited and/or worked on by the group.  In addition to 
visiting each other’s gardens as a group, we also attended a fete at a local   207 
school  and  assisted  at  the  stall  providing  permaculture  information  to 
interested people.   
One Saturday we gathered at the home of one of the young couples and 
helped  to  sheet  mulch  their  new  garden.    This  involved  spreading  wet 
newspaper in over-lapping layers on the ground, then various manures with 
a  thick  topping  of  mulched  prunings,  before  planting  an  assortment  of 
vegetables.  We all enjoyed the joint activity and it clearly had a maturing 
effect on the group.  The next time we got together we all noticed who was 
there and who was not – we had become a little community!  Conversations 
ranged from the features of the garden being visited and one’s own attempts 
at  various  skills,  to  wider  social  and  family  concerns.    One  member 
intrigued  us  with  the  information  that  boiling  beetroot  in  an  urn  would 
remove its stains!  We learnt that two members had bees in their backyards 
and one woman was waiting for the owner to rob the hive since the honey 
was  now  occupying  so  much  space  that  the  bees  had  taken  to  roosting 
outside.  We all made a mental note not to offer garden space for the hives 
of unreliable owners! 
I  noticed  that  members  of  the  group  were  all  at  different  stages  of 
permaculture  development,  but  because  its  concerns  related  to  everyday 
living, each person had something to contribute.  We were in an excellent 
position  to  learn  from  each  other.    There  were  few  direct  attempts  by 
individuals  to  find  out  what  each  other  did  apart  from  gardening.    The 
details  about  the  group  presented  above  were  only  gradually  obtained 
during the course of a two-year involvement.  It seems that having a broad   208 
common  interest  such  as  permaculture  allows  people  to  develop 
relationships  without  the  differences  of  occupation  and  income  level 
hindering  the  process.    When  differences  eventually  surface,  the  usual 
divisive  effect  is  minimised  because  of  the  common-unity  which  has 
developed through shared activities. 
Many  of  the  local  group  members  worked  to  support  the  wider 
community and were deeply involved in their local neighbourhoods.  All of 
them were generous in sharing produce and ideas.  Much informal exchange 
took place with commodities such as fruit, vegetables, eggs and jam being 
exchanged  on  the  one  hand,  and  services  such  as  labour  and  the  use  of 
equipment being exchanged, on the other.  Our local group had accepted the 
task of preparing PAWA newsletters for mailing and I was one of several 
members who met on a bi-monthly basis for this purpose.  The few hours 
that we spent folding and labelling provided another valuable opportunity 
for getting to know local members and their ideas about life.  Once we had a 
most  interesting  conversation  about  death  and  dying  and  funerals  and 
simple burials! 
In addition to home visits, other local group activities included a field 
trip to an organic farm en route to the country property of one couple, a 
social evening with permaculture-related videos, a visit to the garden of an 
alternative  group,  a  day  of  mulching  at  a  members’  property  and  some 
practical brainstorming sessions to generate ideas to help members make 
their outdoor areas more productive.   209 
These extracts and my discussion covers most of the regular functions 
of the Association – training courses, meetings and local group activities. 
PAWA activities provide the setting for cooperative endeavour and through 
participation,  facilitate  the  development  of  community  among  members, 
although this is not always recognised, as we will see shortly.     210 
Chapter 9 
Community Perception and Reality 
Given  the  experience  of  my  involvement  in  the  organisation,  it  was 
somewhat  surprising  to  find  that  so  few  PAWA  members  shared  my 
impressions.  In the survey, a question immediately following the complex 
ideal-community section, and after the questions about the best and worst 
aspects of community, asked respondents directly whether they experienced 
PAWA as a community.  Only one-third did so and two-thirds replied in the 
negative.  How do we explain these results? 
It would be reasonable to assume that reflection on the characteristics 
of  one’s  ideal  community  would  tend  to  highlight  PAWA’s  shortcomings, 
particularly for those who had limited contact with other members.  In the 
absence  of  personal  experience  of  community,  individuals  may  also  have 
had unrealistic or romantic ideas about what it meant to live closely with 
other  people.    Survey  results  here,  however,  are  partly  contradicted  by 
responses  to  other  questions  which  we  will  discuss  shortly,  and  which 
measure subjective feelings about aspects of community involvement.  In 
the  meantime,  we  can  note  several  objective  factors  which  would  have 
contributed to this result.  
The  first  factor  is  the  large  proportion  of  new  members  in  the 
Association.  When 35% of respondents have been members for less than 
one year and a further 40% for 1-2 years, it is perhaps not surprising that 
the sense of community is not well developed in all members.  In addition,   211 
56% of respondents rarely or never attend PAWA’s monthly meetings for 
various reasons, and another 23% attend only occasionally. 
Another reason which further explains this response is the fact that 
less than one-quarter (24%) of PAWA members belonged to local groups at 
the  time  of  the  survey.    In  retrospect,  local  group  activities  were  of 
considerable  importance  in  nurturing  my  sense  of  being  part  of  the 
permaculture community and I was fortunate in becoming part of a local 
group  so  soon  after  joining  the  Association.    I  recorded  the  following 
observation after spending several hours with the local group working on 
the  layout  of  a  member’s  back  yard:    It  is  our  participation  in  common 
interests, in this case C’s backyard, which is the means by which a sense of 
community develops.  The activity is important in providing an impersonal 
focus  for  the  group,  while  the  general  nature  of  the  task  promotes 
inclusiveness (Field Notes, 1992, Oct. 10). 
 
However,  it  seems  that  not  all  local  groups  operated  in  a  similar 
fashion.  When I examined the individual responses of the 51 members who 
belonged to local groups, I found that this did not necessarily mean that 
they were more likely to experience PAWA as a community.  In fact, of the 
48  members  whose  responses  were  beyond  doubt,  more  than  half  (54%) 
recorded a lack of community experience.  This would seem to reflect the 
variations in operation of the few local groups in existence at the time of the 
survey.  Some of the groups were quite large and met in local halls rather   212 
than  in  private  homes.    This  setting  would  have  effected  individual 
experience and could have led to a diminished sense of community.   
But  what  reasons  did  respondents  themselves  give  for  their  lack  of 
experience of community in PAWA?  Their comments on the survey forms 
are much more revealing than the statistics (two-thirds negative, one-third 
positive).  It becomes quite clear that the main reason for not experiencing 
PAWA as a community is lack of involvement.  For some people, the absence 
of  community  experience  was  because  they  were  too  far  away  from  the 
centre of activity and other permaculturists, because they had too little free 
time,  or  because  they  chose  to  watch  from  the  sidelines.    PAWA 
membership  has  grown  greatly  in  the  last  few  years  and  many  new 
members said they looked forward to increased involvement which would 
make  them  feel  more  a  part  of  a  community.    Several  people  described 
PAWA as being a very loose and diverse community but with similar values 
and common interests, and they noted the community attitudes of caring 
and helping.  A few people bemoaned the fact that the Association was now 
too large, diverse and widespread to function as the community they had 
known in earlier years. 
The importance of regular interaction with others in the development 
of a sense of community was strongly supported by the results of a cross-
tabulation of responses from two survey questions.  A contingency table was 
constructed  comparing  responses  to  the  question  about  community 
experience in PAWA, with responses from the question about frequency of   213 
personal  contact  with  other  PAWA  members.    The  results  were  highly 
significant.  See Table 7.   
Table 7.  Contingency Table showing Frequency of Personal 




personal contact with 
other members 
 
Experienced PAWA as a community 
  Yes  No    Total (%) 
Weekly or more often  20  15    35  (17) 
Fortnightly  11  9    20  (10) 
Monthly  24  45    69  (35) 
Rarely or never  13  62    75  (38) 
Total  68  131            199  (100) 
 
(Nine  respondents  did  not  make  it  clear  whether  or  not  they  experienced  PAWA  as  a 
community, and they, and a further 5 respondents who failed to answer one or other of the 
questions being compared, were excluded, leaving a total of 199 respondents). 
 
A Chi2 statistical test confirmed that the probability of these results 
occurring by chance alone was less than 0.001 (based on a score of 19.02, 
with Yates correction for continuity).  This means that the experience of 
community in PAWA was strongly dependent on frequency of contact with 
other members. 
As  we  can  see  from  Table  7,  the  pattern  of  responses  concerning 
frequency of contact is quite different for those who experienced community 
in PAWA from those who did not.  Of the 68 respondents who experienced 
PAWA as a community, 45% had fortnightly or more frequent contact and 
altogether over 80% had at least monthly contact.  The rest (19%) managed 
to feel involved without personal contact or with only occasional contact.  By 
contrast, 47% of those who did not experience PAWA as a community rarely 
or never had personal contact with other members.  A further 34% found   214 
monthly contact inadequate to foster a sense of belonging, and some people 
found even more frequent contact insufficient for this purpose. 
These findings show that the experience of community can be quite 
peculiar  to  the  individual.    It  seems  that  frequent  personal  contact  and 
interaction  are  essential  for  the  establishment  of  community  but,  once 
established, a sense of belonging can continue with minimal contact.  On 
the other hand, regular personal contact alone may not be enough to give 
rise to a sense of being part of a community. 
Responses to the question about community reflect people’s different 
experiences of PAWA membership, as well as the fact that one of the special 
interest groups operating in tandem with the Association at the time was 
called  the  Permaculture  Communities  Association.    This  group  had  been 
formed  in  1992  to  provide  a  forum  and  a  focus  for  the  development  of 
permaculture village proposals in Western Australia.55  It is not surprising 
that  individuals  with  dreams  of  being  part  of  a  permaculture  village 
community would define ‘community’ more narrowly than I have described 
it.    However,  I  do  not  see  this  as  inconsistent  with  my  interpretation  of 
community.    Again,  the  notion  of  a  community  of  communities  is  useful 
here,  and  we  can  think  of  PAWA  as  a  community  of  the  various 
communities existing in different settlements and local groups.  
                                                 
55 McKie, Jim, “Permaculture Communities Association” in PAWA Newsletter, July, 1992, 
Vol. 14, 4:13.  The group consisted of half a dozen highly motivated members and varying 
numbers of other interested people.  The aim of the group was to gather information about 
the planning and design of permaculture villages and their formal requirements, while at 
the same time building community between potential residents by meeting regularly for 
meals.  The group held separate meetings with discussions and guest speakers in addition 
to PAWA’s monthly meetings, and intended to explore urban, city fringe and rural village 
proposals. 
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Perhaps  the  prevailing  cultural  need  for  intimacy  in  all  personal 
relationships  also  has  some  bearing  on  how  people  evaluate  their 
membership in PAWA.  PAWA members are representative of the general 
population  and  therefore  not  immune  to  this  cultural  preoccupation,  the 
limitations of which have been  exposed so effectively by Sennett.   
Despite  the  unfavourable  perceptions  of  some  members,  and  on  the 
basis  of  my  involvement  in  the  organisation  and  observations  of  the 
activities  and  interactions  of  fellow  members,  I  contend  that  PAWA  is  a 
community and that it does exhibit community characteristics.  In addition, 
the  results  from  relevant  sections  of  another  survey  question  probing 
attitudes  and  values  of  PAWA  members,  lends  some  support  to  this 
contention  (see  “Questionnaire  to  PAWA  Members”,  Question  23,  at 
Appendix 2, page 392). 
The various sub-sections of this question were designed to measure the 
extent  to  which  the  values  and  attitudes  of  the  respondent  supported  a 
particular statement.  After each statement, a set of five possible responses 
was presented which ranged from strongly agree to strongly disagree.  A 
neutral possibility was included to avoid forcing respondents to choose an 
option when they were indifferent to the statement, or felt it was irrelevant 
to their experience.  Unfortunately, this strategy had the effect of limiting 
the number of unequivocal responses, but circumventing the issue would 
not have produced more valid results.  Having said that, let us examine the 
responses to the three statements that are relevant to this discussion and 
see what light they can throw on the question of community in PAWA.   216 







strongly agree           24           
11.0 
agree         102           
48.0 
neutral           80           
38.0 
disagree             4             
2.0 
strongly disagree             2             
1.0     
Total          212       100.0% 
no answer       3   
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As  you  can  see,  well  over  half  agreed  with  the  statement,  (11%  of  them 
agreeing  strongly)  and  just  over  one-third  were  neutral  about  it.    The 
results here are far more positive about community than the responses we 
discussed earlier.  The difference can probably be explained by the fact that 
some  of  those  who  replied  in  the  negative  about  personal  experience  of 
community  in  PAWA  were  aware  that  the  Association  did  provide 
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Table 9.  “The sense of community we share in PAWA is very 
important to me”. 
 
Sense of community 




strongly agree           22           10.0 
agree           75           36.0 
neutral           97           46.0 
disagree           16             8.0 
strongly disagree             1                 
Total          211       100.0% 
no answer       4   
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The  statement  above  was  more  personal  and  attracted  fewer  positive 
responses than the preceding more general statement.  Even so, nearly half 
the respondents agreed with it – rather more than said they experienced 
community in PAWA in the earlier question. 
 Table10.  “ These days I think of myself very much as a 
‘permaculture person’ ”. 
 
I’m a permaculture person  Number of 
people 
Percentage 
strongly agree           52           25.0 
agree           83           39.0 
neutral           53           25.0 
disagree           22           10.0 
strongly disagree             2             1.0  
Total          212       100.0% 
no answer       3   
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Responses to this statement indicated considerable self-identification with 
the concept of permaculture with nearly two-thirds of respondents agreeing 
with the concept.  How do we interpret this response?  The first thing to 
acknowledge is that many permaculture enthusiasts would claim that one 
does not need to have personal interaction with others to agree with the   218 
statement,  i.e.  they  believe  that  the  statement  has  little  to  say  about 
community.  However, a sense of belonging is usually considered an integral 
part of community and I believe affirmation of this statement indicates, at 
the very least, an abstract identification with others in the movement. 
One  more  statement  that  was  intended  to  reflect  appreciation  of 
community  in  the  broader  sense,  failed  to  register  positively  with 
respondents. 
 “Amongst the PAWA members I have some good friends, others I 
don’t know well and a few I don’t like much”. 
This statement reflects a position that, in my experience, is generally the 
case in a large community such as a country town.  This village-form of 
community, I would argue, more closely fits PAWA than any other form, a 
situation in which one does not necessarily have to like everyone in order to 
accept  them  as  part  of  the  community.    The  statement  attracted  a  60% 
neutral  response  and  some  of  those  who  made  a  definite  choice  were 
unhappy about its implications; they crossed out the phrase ‘a few I don’t 
like much’ and then agreed with the statement.   
These  results  may  suggest  limited  interaction  in  the  organisation, 
since regular interaction with a large number of people perhaps inevitably 
throws  up  a  few  relationships  that  are  tolerated  rather  than  enjoyed.  
However, the dispersed nature of the organisation permits the avoidance of 
those who may otherwise cause irritation.  Interestingly, in relation to the 
29% who agreed with the statement, a cross-tabulation showed that two-  219 
thirds  of  these  people  had  rural  experience,  a  finding  that  supports  my 
comprehension of village type communities. 
Community through Networking 
This  discussion  again  highlights  the  varying  perceptions  people  have  of 
community.  Over time I discovered that the term ‘community’ was not often 
used in PAWA other than to refer to small village-style settlements.  The 
broader inclusive form of community that I perceive in the organisation is 
generally referred to by members as networking.  The emphasis here is on 
the process of bringing about change in society and creating links between 
people  who  share  the  same  vision.    For  example,  at  the  design  course  I 
attended, we were encouraged to take advantage of the links that had been 
established  in  the  metropolitan  area  and  between  the  city  and  country.  
Since one of our course leaders hailed from Denmark in the south west of 
the State, the recommendation was of more than theoretical interest (Field 
Notes, 1993, June 16). 
The  permaculture  network  is  activated  in  a  formal  way  during 
meeting  notices  when  members  make  requests  for  items  or  services.  
These can be quite varied as the following list shows: old carpet (to use as 
sheet mulch); discarded plastic containers (to transplant seedlings); a jam 
recipe for an unusual fruit; a country member willing to have a mud-brick 
wall erected on their property by workshop members; team members for a 
design  exercise  and  interest  in  a  two-week  ‘live-off-the-land’  trip  with 
Aboriginal women.   220 
Those who are not able to attend meetings make use of the newsletter 
for the same purposes.  Here one finds informal notices for free birds and 
animals; organic Christmas fare for $A or LETS56 currency, and requests for 
the  loan  of  animals  to  control  weeds  or  pests,  as  well  as  more  formal 
commercial advertisements for items such as solar hot water systems, 
food  dryers,  permaculture  businesses  and  properties  for  sale,  a  range  of 
mulches, composting toilets, safe food supplies, ethical investment advice 
and a series of general and specialised courses of permaculture interest in 
the  metropolitan  and  country  areas.    PAWA  members  also  use  the 
newsletter  to  find  like-minded  people  to  share  houses  and  properties,  to 
care-take or work on properties, and to elicit interest in particular projects 
such as an eco-stay hostel in the south west, a community garden or various 
workshops.  
As  mentioned  earlier,  another  way  in  which  PAWA  has  met  the 
challenge of a large membership is to encourage the formation of special 
interest groups.  Unlike local groups that share a geographic area, these 
groups meet to share an interest in a specific area of permaculture.  To date, 
members have organised themselves into groups dealing with permaculture 
villages, remote areas, international outreach, pattern language in design, 
and grey water.  There are, of course, many other cross-linking interests 
between individual members and groups. 
Creating  links  with  country  areas  constitutes  a  special  challenge.  
Contacts can be initiated through design course programmes as happened 
                                                 
56 LETS stands for Local Exchange and Trading System. 
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in the one I attended.  I wrote the following summary record of the day’s 
visit:  
A field trip to an eighty hectare property one hour’s drive north of 
Perth exposed us to the possibilities of broad-acre permaculture.  A 
permaculture  design  had  been  created  for  this  farm  and  was 
gradually being implemented.  The owner – a local school-teacher 
and permaculture educator, explained how he was using keyline57 
techniques to control water on his property and improve pastures 
while preventing salinity.  The farm featured alpacas58 in addition 
to  sheep  and  cattle,  and  there  were  plans  for  an  ecologically 
designed and climate-sensitive home.  The old homestead was to 
be used as a tourism site and permaculture teaching centre (Field 
Notes, 1993, June 10). 
Having been introduced to this country permaculture practitioner and 
his areas of special interest, I felt free to contact him with related concerns, 
as I am sure other course participants did.  PAWA members are conscious 
that  they  do  not  all  live  in  close  proximity  to  one  another  but  virtually 
everyone has access to the telephone, and many now use electronic devices 
to initiate and maintain contact with other members.  My own contacts with 
other  members,  even  those  I  have  not  known  personally,  have  almost 
always been met with a warm and helpful response. 
The  network  which  exists  between  PAWA  members  and  other 
permaculture  groups  spans  occupational  specialisations,  bridges  the 
rural/urban divide, and crosses state and national boundaries.  It does this 
by providing common elements as a focus of members’ interactions – a broad 
                                                 
57 Keylines are contours which follow the slope of a valley.  The ‘keypoint’ is the point at 
which the slope changes from convex to concave and dams are usually located on high 
keypoints.    Drains  are  ploughed  along  the  key  lines  to  diffuse  rainfall  and  increase 
absorption rates.  Trees are then planted above the contour lines and farming and cropping 
takes place between the rows of keylines. 
 
58 Alpaca – a domesticated South American ruminant related to the Llama with long soft 
silky wool.  They are kept in Australia for breeding and wool production. 
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philosophy concerning the creation of a more sustainable society through 
cooperative  endeavour  and  various  techniques  which  are  always  open  to 
refinement and improvement, as the means of attaining this end. 
What  is  sometimes  difficult  to  maintain  is  a  level  of  interaction 
sufficient  to  promote  a  sense  of  belonging  for  all  members.    As  Hugh 
Mackay has said, “the critical thing for a sense of community feeling is the 
level of incidental contact, that is, coming across people you know without 
planning to”,59 which is why PAWA members would have most of the people 
in their ideal community living in the same neighbourhood or town. 
At the same time, the operation of the permaculture network is itself 
both  an  expression  of,  and  a  creator  of  community,  even  though  the 
mundane practices which are its substance are not always perceived as such 
by  PAWA  members.    We  need  to  bear  in  mind  the  distinction  between 
members’  ideal  community  and  the  one  which  actually  exists  in  the 
Association as we examine the practices and processes which PAWA uses to 
promote social change.  This will be the main focus of the next part. 
                                                 
59 The comment was made during a talk on the “AM” session, ABC radio, on Tuesday, July 
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Chapter 10 
Informal Education: a Tool for Change 
The way in which PAWA helps members make changes in their lives can be 
broadly described as a process of informal education which operates largely 
on  a  person  to  person  basis.    Through  the  provision  of  information, 
assistance in skill development and group support, PAWA members help 
each other to learn and use permaculture in their lives.   
While much informal education results in small-scale modifications to 
knowledge and hones skills learnt in other areas, it can also lead to a more 
comprehensive  understanding  of  the  world  when  actively  used  in  self-
development.    In  this  way,  informal  education  can  function  as  an 
integrating device for the many different knowledges we participate in on an 
everyday basis.  It can lead to a weakening of the compartments into which 
these different knowedges are kept separate and allow the beginnings of a 
more comprehensive appreciation of the world.  Clive Hamilton, the author 
of The Mystic Economist, argues that the knowledge which arises from a 
‘participating consciousness’ gives us an insight into the nature of things 
and  leads  to  understanding.    He  says  the  rigid  subject-object  dualism  of 
Newtonian  science,  which  we  have  inherited,  has  prevented  us  from 
knowing the meaning of things and encourages us to equate knowledge with 
power and the ability to control the objects of knowledge (1994:149-152).   
For  Hamilton,  participatory  knowledge  represents  a  union  between 
religion  and  science,  between  spirituality  and  everyday  rationality.    In   225 
addition  to  instrumental  knowledge,  those  who  cultivate  a  participatory 
consciousness  will  also  experience  an  inner  knowledge  which  colours  the 
way they relate to the earth and to other people.  It is in this context that 
many  writers  claim  that  the  environmental  problem  is  fundamentally  a 
religious  problem.    This  issue  will  be  explored  further  later.    In  the 
meantime, I wish to make the point that informal education provides an 
opportunity  to  bridge  the  gap  between  knowledge  about  the  world  and 
knowledge for the world. 
We have become so accustomed to specialisation that it does not seem 
strange  to  divorce  meaning  from  action  or  the  teaching  of  appropriate 
values, attitudes and social behaviour, from knowledge about the world and 
skill  in  its  application.    And  yet,  in  regard  to  the  lifestyle  and  everyday 
occupational practices which are putting so much pressure on our planet, it 
is just this interface between knowledge of the world and the way we use it, 
which holds the key to change. 
 
Permaculture education has always been holistic and generalist and 
the co-founder of the movement, David Holmgren, is adamant that it should 
remain  that  way.39    He  argues  that  it  should  avoid  becoming  another 
specialisation  in  an  already  over-compartmentalised  society.    A  more 
formalised  career  structure  would,  he  says,  allow  some  teachers  to  do 
nothing but teach, while he believes the most effective teaching comes from 
those who are themselves continually learning while making efforts to stay 
                                                 
39 H o w e v e r ,  t h e r e  h a v e  b e e n  r e c e n t  a t t e m p t s  t o  d e v e l o p  a c c r e d i t a t i o n  s t r u c t u r e s  w h i c h  
would  seek  to  turn  permaculture  into  a  design  profession,  in  which  degrees  would  be 
granted  from  a  recognised  academy.    Proponents  argue  that  professional  status  would 
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sane,  humble  and  connected  to  the  earth  as  well  as  earn  an  income 
(Holmgren, 1993:4). 
Most  permaculture  teachers  would  agree  with  him.    Their  own 
experience  supports  the  contention  that  permaculture  is  ‘a  philosophy  of 
practical  wisdom  rather  than  a  set  of  commands  or  unchangeable  rules’ 
(Durand, 1996), and they need to experiment with it themselves in order to 
fully understand its potential.  Passing on the skills of permaculture helps 
to return practical knowledge to ordinary people which specialisation has 
displaced.    Along  with  these  skills  comes  a  renewed  sense  of  power  for 
solving personal and community problems (Cowan, 1994).  The enthusiasm 
and hopefulness which this generates among practitioners is for me, one of 
the  most  attractive  features  of  the  permaculture  community.    At  a  time 
when radical changes in lifestyle are required in industrialised nations to 
meet  the  requirements  of  sustainablility  and  the  aversion  of  further 
environmental  damage,  permaculture  education  provides  an  insight  into 
how desirable change can be promoted. 
Learning from Others 
When  changes  in  lifestyle  are  required,  it  has  been  found  that  the  most 
effective way of doing this is through interpersonal networks.  This allows 
other people to communicate desirable behaviours through modelling and 
we are much more likely to take notice and relate the changed behaviour to 
ourselves than if had been relayed to us by secondary means.  The social 
learning theorist, Albert Bandura, points out that models motivate as well 
as inform.  Their successes with new practices motivate others to try them   227 
too.    On  the  other  hand,  models  can  also  impede  the  adoption  of  new 
practices if those who have tried innovations have found them difficult or 
insufficiently rewarding, and observers may not copy the practices of people 
they dislike (Bandura, 1986:146).   
Nevertheless,  in  an  interacting  community  of  reasonable  size,  new 
ways  of  doing  things  will  constantly  be  modelled  by  some  people,  while 
others will observe and debate the results.  The timid and undecided can 
watch proceedings from a distance and familiarise themselves with novel 
ideas  and  practices  before  making  tentative  changes.    As  Bandura  says, 
‘there  is  nothing  more  persuasive  than  seeing  effective  practices  in  use’ 
(1986:162), a point supported by the popularity of PAWA field days where 
members relish the opportunity to view other people’s projects.  In this way, 
vicarious  examples  facilitate  the  spread  of  lifestyle  changes  throughout 
society. 
Adapting to Changing Circumstances 
In  relation  to  the  changes  needed  to  achieve  sustainability,  the 
anthropologist  John  Bennett  argues  that  the  concept  of  adaptation  is 
particularly  useful.    In  contrast  to  the  concept  of  culture  which  is  an 
abstraction  from  behaviour,  or  the  reductive  formulas  of  psychology,  it 
allows us to focus on human actors who ‘try to realise objectives, satisfy 
needs, or find peace while coping with present conditions’.  Through their 
coping, Bennett says, humans create the social future, so we can learn a lot 
about  possibilities  and  the  direction  of  change  if  we  analyse  the  factors 
which  guide  the  choices  of  individuals  (1993:24).    The  adoption  of   228 
innovations is one of the major means by which individuals try to adapt to 
the changing circumstances of their lives.  And people learn of innovations 
through a continuing process of informal education. 
The  concept  of  adaptation  is  useful  in  providing  a  link  between  the 
individual  and  society.    The  choices  individuals  make  to  cope  with  their 
personal circumstances do not exist in a vacuum.  They are made against a 
backdrop of cultural values and expectations concerning resources and the 
environment  and  through  the  institutional  mechanisms  provided  by  a 
particular  society  (Bennett  1993:46).    This  point  was  illustrated  in  the 
introduction  during  the  discussion  about  how  choice  of  a  more  relaxed 
lifestyle (instead of a larger house) was not offered by society.  This serves 
as  a  reminder  that  even  though  methodologically  we  may  focus  on 
individuals and their actions, we are always mindful of how their choices 
reflect society and how in turn society itself is changed by more appropriate 
ways  of  coping.    Bennett  comments  that  human  adaptive  capacities  are 
dependent  on  communication  and  interactive  learning  (1993:5),  both  of 
which  are  prominent  features  of  community  interaction.    It  is  here  that 
individuals are made aware of the link between their personal lives and the 
group and their combined impact on the social and ecological environment. 
Albert Bandura notes that changes in social norms and social practices 
typically precede changes in the law and are the real reason for a decline in 
anti-social  but  formerly  tolerated  behaviour  such  as  polluting  the 
environment (1986:275).  PAWA helps to bring about these changes in social 
norms through its informal education activities.  A prosaic example of one   229 
such change is the now quite widespread practice of mulching gardens in 
Perth  which  is  done  to  limit  evaporation,  protect  the  soil  from  excessive 
heat, suppress weed growth and eventually break down and add to the soil.  
Exposure  to  new  ideas  like  this  is  more  likely,  Bandura  observes,  when 
one’s social network involves a wide range of people on a less intense basis, 
although the actual adoption of new practices generally requires personal 
support  and  encouragement  (Bandura,  1986:152).    Both  of  these 
requirements  are  available  through  the  range  of  relationships  the 
permaculture community offers.   
Another function of a larger community is the provision of settings for 
individuals to try out different ways of behaving without the constraining 
expectations of close associates.  This may seem trivial, but the opportunity 
to  do  so  allows  individuals  to  see  themselves  as  separate  from  the 
behaviours  they  adopt;  it  fosters  playful  behaviour  in  which  roles  and 
conventions can be questioned, according to Richard Sennett.  He says such 
behaviour would be meaningless or even destructive among intimates, but 
with an audience of relative strangers, play-acting can be a form of learning 
and a potent force for change (1974:Ch.2).  I am reminded here of the antics 
of one PAWA member who, having elaborated on the advantages of worm 
farming to his captive audience, proceeded to pile a handful of red wrigglers 
onto a slice of bread and put it to his mouth while simulating the act of 
eating.    The  point  that  worms  could  be  used  as  a  source  of  protein  was 
effectively made! 
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Permaculture Education 
 
Permaculture  Design  Courses  are  becoming  increasingly  important  as  a 
more focussed means of conveying permaculture principles and practices.  
However, even this semi-formalised training is run on informal lines.  The 
open  entry  requirements  allow  ‘a  mix  of  persons  from  school  leavers  to 
practicing professionals, from farmers to grandmothers’, all of whom ‘come 
together  for  two  weeks  to  learn  from  the  teachers  and  each  other’ 
(Holmgren, 1993:7).  Much learning takes place through observation and 
general interpersonal interaction as well as class presentations by teachers. 
 
There  is  now  a  standard  international  programme  for  Permaculture 
Design  Courses  but  individual  teachers  adapt  the  material  to  reflect  the 
locality in which they operate.  The course I attended in June 1993 focussed 
on Perth and the south west of Western Australia.  Another teacher located 
north of Perth in Geraldton, offers advanced courses specialising in dryland 
techniques based on extensive experience here and overseas.40   
 
Interested design course graduates can follow up the course by working 
towards a Diploma in Permaculture Design.  This involves a minimum of 
two years practical work under the guidance of a permaculture teacher.  The 
                                                 
40 P e r m a c u l t u r e  t e a c h e r ,  J u l i e  F i r t h ,  a l s o  s u p p l i e s  v e g e t a b l e ,  h e r b  a n d  t r e e  s e e d s  
commercially, conducts farm tours and operates as a WWOOF (Willing Workers on Organic 
Farms) host farm.  She is the author of a book about permaculture gardens in dry coastal 
regions (see reference list).   231 
trainee chooses a topic from one or more design categories.41 and is expected 
to spend as much time as is necessary gaining experience in their chosen 
field/s  (e.g.  a  potential  site  designer  should  have  worked  on  at  least  ten 
different designs) before submitting evidence to support their application for 
the diploma.  Typically, this includes a diary, scrap book containing before 
and after photos, site designs and so on. 
 
While these semi-formal training courses are available to all members, 
only about half of the membership had completed a course at the time of the 
survey and half of these had attended a two-day introductory course, rather 
than the 10-day design certificate course.  While both courses covered the 
same area, the introductory course provides an abbreviated version of the 
design course for those who do not have the time to undertake the longer 
course.  Overall, about one-quarter of the membership (23%) had completed 
a design course at the time of the survey and were entitled to use the word 




                                                 
41 T h e  c u r r e n t  p e r m a c u l t u r e  d e s i g n  c a t e g o r i e s  i n c l u d e :  S i t e  d e s i g n ,  M e d i a  a n d  
Communication  (often  achieved  while  producing  the  PAWA  newsletter),  Education, 
Architecture  (e.g.  designing  a  low  cost,  energy  efficient  home),  Administration  (often 
achieved through work on PAWA Committees), Trusteeship (e.g. organising trusts for land 
ownership),  System  Establishment  and  Administration  (e.g.  setting  up  and  operating 
nurseries,  soil  conservation  strategies),  Site  Development  (e.g.  broad  acre  farming,  own 
property  design  and  implementation),  Community  Development  (eg.  villages,  urban 
strategies),  Finance  (e.g.  LETS,  ethical  investment,  community  funds),  Research  (e.g. 
producing a fact sheet concerning the requirements for setting up a permaculture system 
on a typical city block), Manufacturing (e.g. alternative technology devices).   232 





Introduction to Permaculture    58    27 
Permaculture (Design) Certificate Course    24    11 
Introduction Course + Certificate Course    21    10 
Introductory  or Certificate + one 'other'      5      2 
'Other'      5      2 
Diploma in Permaculture      4      2 
Sub-Total  117   
Haven't done any courses     96    45 
Total  213   100 
no answer      2   
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'Other'  refers  to  courses  run  by  TAFE,  but  includes  various  permaculture  propagation 
courses, a nursery-run course, a correspondence course and skills learnt at permaculture 
convergences. 
 
Some long-term members regret that one now has to pay for a design 
course to learn many of the skills which were formerly passed on freely.  
However,  this  was  probably  inevitable  given  the  dramatic  growth  in 
membership in recent years.  Past members would have learnt a great deal 
from  talks  at  PAWA  meetings,  observing  other  people’s  projects  on  field 
days, reading the newsletter, networking with fellow members, and so on 
and it is essentially the same information which has been distilled into a 
systematic programme of instruction for the design courses.  But for all of 
us, old members and new members alike, it is the execution of these skills at 
home  and  the  integration  of  design  principles  into  everyday  life,  which 
enables  us  individually  and  collectively  to  refine  and  deepen  our 
understanding of permaculture practices. 
Many new course graduates like me are very aware of how little they 
know about many practical aspects of sustainable designing.  Most of us   233 
appreciate the need to learn more before we are capable of implementing 
comprehensive  systems.  Fortunately,  the  practice  of  permaculture  can 
proceed  in  piecemeal  fashion.    Many  of  us  find  that  it  is  easy  to  start 
composting kitchen scraps with the help of worms and many people have 
space for a fruit tree or a garden patch suitable for herbs.  Other possible 
changes depend on personal circumstances.  For example, new home-owners 
are able to immediately utilise ideas about garden design, small property 
holders  can  plant  appropriate  species  for  windbreaks  or  fire  retardation, 
and  many  suburban  families  can  introduce  chickens  into  their  backyard.  
Other people find they can use permaculture in their work; these people 
may  be  teachers  who  are  inspired  to  introduce  permaculture  into  their 
classes or financial advisers newly aware of ethical investments.   
It  seems  to  me  that  the  very  nature  of  permaculture  as  an  active 
conscious  design  process  which  keeps  evolving  in  relation  to  changing 
circumstances, is an inspiration in itself.  It means that new members can 
contribute as much as more experienced members through their enthusiasm 
and willingness to try new things.  The whole process is advanced by careful 
observation of the present system, creative implementation of new projects, 
and systematic observation of results, and this is something that anyone can 
learn to do. 
So  while  not  all  members  have  completed  the  semi-formal  courses 
available through PAWA, it would seem that involvement in the Association 
has  encouraged  many  members  to  introduce  changes  into  their  living 
patterns.  In my own experience, seeing what others had done inspired me   234 
to try new things.  In the week following the introductory course which I 
attended, my free time was occupied in setting up a worm farm in the corner 
of the garden.  Before long I had a thriving worm colony busily recycling 
kitchen scraps and other organic material into valuable garden nutrients 
while at the same time reducing the amount of rubbish our family needed to 
send to the council’s land fill site.   
A few months later when the local permaculture group was established 
in  my  area  and  we  decided  to  visit  each  other’s  properties  in  turn  as  a 
familiarising device, I hastily established a mulched vegetable garden prior 
to their visit to my home.  While I found my first experience of growing food 
very exciting, local members were impressed with our use of native plants 
and  mulch  instead  of  exotic  shrubs  and  lawn,  trellised  passionfruit  to 
provide privacy and greenery around the perimeter of the back yard and the 
indoor comfort obtained through the use of solar housing principles.  They 
were  also  intrigued  with  the  insulated  cushions  in  the  up-dated  hay  box 
which I used to conserve energy in cooking, an idea I had come across in 
South Africa thirteen years earlier. 
As you can see, my list of permaculture-type items included those my 
family and I had developed over the years as well as the new undertakings I 
had  embarked  upon  since  joining  the  Association.    As  my  sustainable 
practices  and  response  to  involvement  in  PAWA  was  unlikely  to  be  an 
isolated example, I was interested to know to what extent this reflected the 
situation of other members.  Were they already demonstrating sustainable 
practices  when  they  joined,  and  did  membership  motivate  them  to  adopt   235 
innovative permaculture ideas?  In order to determine this, I devised a list 
of items which, given their emphasis in the PAWA programme and in the 
permaculture  literature,  one  could  reasonably  expect  members  to  have 
incorporated into their lives (see Table 12). 




Mulched vegetable garden 
Herb garden 
Fruit or nut trees 
Worm farm 
Efficient use of water 
Poultry (bantams, ducks, pigeons etc) 
Energy efficient housing 
Tyre or other pond 
Specially grown windbreaks 
LETS (Local Exchange Trading System) 
Aquaculture (fish, crustaceans) 
Animals, e.g. goats 
Community gardens 
Town/country produce links 




The above list was included in the survey and respondents were asked 
to circle those items that were presently part of their lives.  Results showed 
that a large proportion of the sample (81%), reported a compost heap; about 
three-quarters of respondents circled herb garden (75%), mulched vegetable 
garden (77%), and fruit or nut trees (73%).  Just over one half reported a 
worm farm (57%) and claimed efficient use of water (53%), while one-third 
reported a tyre or other pond (33%) and energy efficient housing (33%).  More 
than one-third (38%) had poultry of some sort, and over one-quarter had 
especially grown windbreaks (29%) and just over one-fifth were involved in 
LETSystems (21%).  Only about one-seventh of respondents were involved   236 
with aquaculture (15%), and one-eighth possessed animals (12%).  Only a 
very  small  percentage  -  about  7%  -  reported  bee  hives,  involvement  in 
community  gardens  (incl.  school  gardens),  ethical  investment  schemes  or 
town/country produce links.  A further 8% of respondents listed items under 
‘other’ which could not be coded in existing categories.  The most common 
items here were designing (incl. permaculture villages and other projects), 
and  various  gardens  utilising  permaculture  principles  and  methods.  
Further items in this category mentioned respectively by one person only 
were: alternative energy sources, organic farming, and research. 
 
The question immediately following this one, directed respondents to 
go over the list of items again, and put a cross on the items which were part 
of  their  life  before  PAWA  membership.    Results  showed  a  substantial 
decrease in the number of all items circled by respondents.  See Figure 13 
for a comparison of permaculture items in members’ lives before and after 
membership.   237 
Permaculture  Items  in  members'  lives
Number  of  People 






















Figure 13.  Permaculture Items in Members’ Lives. 
 
Based on information in Tables (25) and (26) at Appendix 5. 
 
('Other'  refers  to  designing,  various  gardens,  alternative  energy,  organic  farming a n d  
research). 
 
From  the  bar  diagram  it  can  be  seen  that  PAWA  is  particularly 
effective  in  some  areas:  two-and-a-half  times  as  many  people  reported  a 
mulched  vegetable  garden  after  membership  than  before;  three  times  as 
many  people  grew  windbreaks,  three-and-a-half  times  as  many  people 
initiated a worm farm, while four times as many put in a tyre or other pond 
or became involved with aquaculture, and four-and-a-half times as many 
people joined a LETSystem.  Some of the other items also recorded a big 
increase but the overall numbers are considerably smaller.  It seems that 
PAWA has been most effective in promoting items that people can initiate   238 
independently  and  less  effective  in  promoting  more  communally  oriented 
activities,  but  the  increased  acceptance  of  LETS  is  encouraging  for  the 
future.  
A  few  respondents  pointed  that  the  increase  in  items  after  PAWA 
membership was, in their case, a development of their value system rather 
than  the  result  of  membership  as  such.    However,  as  the  next  survey 
question  showed,  although  members  may  have  been  involved  in 
permaculture-type  activities  before  joining  the  Association,  membership 
served  to  legitimate  and  encourage  these  interests  and  practices.  
Observations  from  my  participation  confirm  that  PAWA  membership 
provides a forum for experienced people and newcomers to get together and 
support  each  other  in  their  efforts  to  create  a  more  sustainable  lifestyle.  
Experienced    people  are  encouraged  by  the  interest  of  others  and  new 
members, in turn, find role models to guide their learning.  In the ensuing 
interaction  new  ideas  emerge  through  observation,  questioning  and 
implementation.  As one original member put it, 'you might not do different 
things, but you do the same things better’. 
 
But what reasons do PAWA members themselves give for the way in 
which membership has helped them to make changes?  The survey question 
which posed this question by presenting a selection of possible reasons as 
well as space for other explanations, produced the results shown in Table 
13. 
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Table 13.  How PAWA helps members make changes. 
 
How PAWA helps  Number 
of people 
% 
By giving me new ideas    172    81 
By legitimating and encouraging my present 
interests and practices 
    99    47 
By introducing me to other people who practice 
Permaculture 
    76    36 
By providing 'hands on' learning opportunities      41    19 
By providing practical assistance in making 
changes 
    19      9 
'Other'      13      6 
 
(Based on responses from 212 people. No answer - 3 people)  Respondents could make more 
than one choice; percentages refer to the proportion of respondents making a particular 
choice.    Regarding  comments  in  the  'other' c a t e g o r y ,  h a l f  o f  t h e s e  p e o p l e  f o u n d  P A W A  
promoted change through the literature, while the rest said they were not involved enough, 
or it had not helped.  
 
Table  13  shows  the  immense  importance  of  new  ideas  in  promoting 
change.  This will be explored further in the next chapter.  The other ways 
which PAWA members identified as helping in this process can be seen as 
the  effect  of  modelling,  vicarious  learning,  and  the  result  of  community 
support.  These factors underlie all changes in social behaviour, and further 
chapters will illustrate the way they operate to encourage the development 
of new satisfactions and new values. 
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Chapter 11 
The Importance of New Ideas 
When  PAWA  members  referred  to  the  importance  of  new  ideas  in 
stimulating  change,  it  was  in  the  context  of  the  introduction  of 
permaculture items into their lives.  These items ranged from things such 
as  tyre  ponds  and  worm  farms  to  practices  such  as  using  water  more 
efficiently,  composting  organic  wastes  and  participation  in  community 
gardens and Local Exchange Trading Systems (LETS).  As all these items 
are  components  of  permaculture  systems  that  are  aimed  at  promoting 
sustainable human settlements, let us examine them in relation to the new 
ideas which environmentalists say we must adopt to ensure sustainability.  
These new ideas are repeated in different contexts and in slightly different 
ways,  but  they  express  one  core  idea  and  that  is  the  need  for  people  in 
industrial societies to develop an ecological world-view.  Such a world-view 
would  take  it  for  granted  that  humans  must  live  in  harmony  with  the 
natural world, and would recognise the need to restore a balance between 
human populations and the ecosystems of the earth (Boyden, 1990:8).   
While  this  concept  may  seem  strange  to  us,  there  is  nothing  really 
‘new’ about the idea.  An awareness that all things are connected has been 
central to tribal ways of looking at the world since time immemorial.  These 
people were much closer to their source of sustenance than we are today, 
but this did not lead to a sense of superiority over the rest of nature.  On the 
contrary,  tribal  peoples  were  conscious  of  the  need  to  nurture  a  kind  of   241 
reciprocity  between  themselves  and  other  species  (Maybury-Lewis, 
1992:53).   
The  film,  The  Gods  Must  Be  Crazy,  illustrated  this  reciprocal 
understanding  in  a  scene  where  the  bushman  hunter  explained  to  the 
stricken deer that he needed its body for food for himself and his family, and 
promised that when he died his body would, in turn, return to the soil and 
nourish  the  grass  for  future  generations  of  deer  to  eat.    Such  basic 
experiences meant that ‘natural man’, in John Young’s words, was never 
able  to  place  his  interests  above  other  species  –  interdependence  was 
obvious (1991:7).   
This  interdependence  and  connection  between  things  is  no  longer 
obvious to humans in modern society.  As the social scientist, Ian Hughes 
(1991:11) says, ‘the illusion of control over other life forms that the modern 
industrial system has gained from science and technology has allowed us to 
forget our fundamental dependence on other forms of life’.  He conducted a 
case  study  of  the  New  Guinean  island  of  Arop  and  found  that  a  six-fold 
increase  in  population  over  a  period  of  130  years,  resulted  in  increasing 
pressure  on  diminishing  resources  with  an  increase  in  conflicts  between 
islanders.    It  was  clear  that  the  increase  in  problems  in  relationships 
between people came about precisely because of the manifest problem in the 
relationship  between  people  and  the  species  on  which  they  depended.  
Hughes concluded that the experience of Arop mirrored the experience of 
human populations everywhere.     242 
As he saw it, problems between people are inevitable when there are 
problems  between  people  and  other  species.    The  two  sets  of  problems, 
intra-specific and inter-specific, are inextricably linked, the unwise use of 
other people which is exploitation, goes hand in hand with the unwise use of 
other  species.    Both  problems  have  the  same  cause.    The  drive  for  a 
constantly  rising  level  of  material  wealth  allows  others  to  be  treated  as 
resources and not as fellow members of a common enterprise.  The dualism 
between the natural world and culture has allowed us to separate ourselves 
from the world and view it ‘objectively’ as ‘other’.  This stance has led to 
remarkable advances in knowledge and ability to control the natural world, 
but there is a downside. 
Our success as a species has allowed us to ignore the fact that the scale 
of human activity relative to the biosphere has grown so large, Arop style, 
that it now threatens the survival of the very systems on which we depend 
(Daly & Cobb, 1989:2), and we seem to be finding it almost impossible to 
reduce our collective impact on the earth.  For example, although we know 
we need to reduce the throughput of resources, we continue to support an 
economic system which encourages affluent and wasteful lifestyles (Trainer, 
1985:37).   
A new way of thinking about the world is clearly necessary if we are to 
change the way we behave in the world.  Fortunately, the components of an 
ecological  world-view  are  well  understood  and  can  be  taught.    In  most 
universities this way of thinking is already presented as an integral part of 
ecology  –  a  branch  of  biology  which  deals  with  the  interrelationships   243 
between organisms and their environment (Fontana Dictionary of Modern 
Thought, 1988:247), but not all students study biology.  Ecological thinking 
needs  to  be  introduced  into  all  subjects  as  early  as  possible  in  the 
educational process.   
Enlightened teachers need to tell their students that the mechanistic 
world-view, which we have inherited from the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries,  can  no  longer  be  seen  as  an  adequate  description  of  the  real 
world.  New knowledge is forcing us to look at things in new ways.  ‘The 
message from contemporary physics is . . . that matter is life-like.  We are at 
home in a universe that is like us.  It is not mechanistic, it is ecological, 
with everything affecting everything else’.  It is important that adults as 
well as school pupils acquaint themselves with these interactions and begin 
to  see  themselves  as  part  of  the  universe  and  ‘learn  to  live  with  the 
uncertainty of an ecological, interactive world-view’ (Rogers, 1995:30/31).   
The implication is that the natural world is closely linked to us and 
should  be  treated  with  the  same  care  we  reserve  for  ourselves.  
Unfortunately, simply knowing these things is not enough to ensure that 
change occurs.  We need avenues in which to express this new sensibility.  I 
believe  this  is  why  so  many  people  are  attracted  to  permaculture  –  the 
philosophy integrates action with an ecological world-view.  It provides a 
starting point for change – a way to weaken the vicious circle. 
You will recall that when I discussed the characteristics of the study 
sample in Chapter 5, a table was presented which showed that, while about   244 
half the members of PAWA joined the Association specifically to gain skills 
in developing a permaculture garden and/or property, for the remainder, the 
desire to make a contribution to sustainability was what attracted them to 
PAWA (see Table 3, page 147).  These people had already taken what Daly 
and Cobb (1989:355) see as the first step towards redirecting the economy 
toward  change  –  they  were  aware  that  something  was  wrong  and  had 
moved  on  to  the  third  step  of  actively  seeking  ideas  they  could  embrace 
which would lead to a livable future for themselves and their children.63 
However, even those who joined PAWA with more limited aims would 
find themselves developing an ecological world-view as they worked on the 
various  permaculture  items.    The  way  this  happens  can  be  seen  by 
examining the steps involved in the construction of some of these items.  
Take the assembling of a worm farm, for example. 
A worm farm can be easily and cheaply made by digging a hole in 
the  ground  and  lining  it  with  old  timber  sleepers  or  cardboard 
and plastic to keep the moisture in.  If you live in a flat or small 
house,  a  cardboard  box  or  discarded  polystyrene  vegetable  box 
could be used instead.  Holes should be punched in the base of the 
container  and  liner,  to  allow  drainage  of  excess  water  and  to 
permit  aeration.    Next,  about  10cm  of  bedding  material  is 
provided.    This  can  be  a  mixture  of  wet,  shredded  newspaper, 
compost,  or  aged  animal  manure.    The  addition  of  some 
corrugated cardboard is especially useful for breeding purposes.  
The material is moistened to damp-sponge consistency and then 
the worms are added.  People who belong to local permaculture 
groups can usually arrange an exchange of worms with another 
member.  Many plant nurseries also sell worms in containers of 
about 1,000 worms, the most commonly available being manure or 
composting  worms  (red  wrigglers  or  tiger  worms),  which  are 
surface feeders to a depth of 10cm.   
                                                 
63 Daly and Cobb’s second step was the recognition that the problems faced by humanity 
were interconnected and have a common source.  At issue is the scale of human activity 
relative  to  the  biosphere  which  is  driven  by  the  growth  in  human  numbers  and  the 
excessively affluent lifestyles of industrialised populations (1989:356).   245 
     The  worms  are  placed  on  the  bedding  material  and  covered 
with a layer of damp newspaper, old carpet-felt or mulch.  They 
are given a few days to settle before being fed, on a regular basis, 
with kitchen scraps, weeds, aged lawn clippings or manure.  The 
worms will devour anything organic but cannot handle excessively 
alkaline or acidic wastes like onion and citrus peels.  They will eat 
their own weight in a day – about one kilogram of organic waste 
for  every  thousand  worms  –  and  are  more  active  in  warmer 
weather.  A small worm farm is ideal for domestic use, especially 
for households without chickens or other poultry as they will deal 
with most of the organic wastes generated.  Larger families may 
simply add worms to their compost bin and leave them to help the 
soil microbes to break down the waste material. 
     Worms have been referred to as ‘nature’s ploughs’, because they 
turn  over  the  soil  as  they  tunnel  through  it.    Their  ploughing 
action breaks up clay soils and improves drainage.  They ‘increase 
soil fertility by breaking down organic material, making nutrients 
more available to plants and allowing better penetration of plant 
roots, water, and oxygen into soils’ (Mars & Mars, 1994:35).  ‘Of 
themselves, [worms] are a form of waste recycling product, with a 
dry  weight  protein  content  of  from  55-71%  built  up  of  inedible 
plant  wastes’.    Although  few  peoples  eat  worms,  many  animals 
depend on them and cultivated worms can be fed to livestock such 
as fish, poultry and pigs (Mollison, 1988:208).  The castes (worm 
‘poo’) can, of course, be used in the garden to produce healthier 
plants with faster growth. 
Now that the worm farm has been assembled, let us think about how 
this activity has helped our understanding of ecological processes.  First of 
all, we are amazed that something we would formerly have discarded as of 
no value, namely organic wastes, is a product which another creature in the 
system uses as food.  Once we consciously recognise worms as an integral 
part of ‘our’ system, we begin to break down the dualism between nature 
and culture.  We start to appreciate that our wastes are useful for them and 
their  wastes  are  useful  for  us,  and  we  realise  that  in  some  way  our  life 
processes are connected.     246 
The  anthropologist,  John  Bennett  (1993:93),  who  is  especially 
interested  in  third  world  economic  development,  is  convinced  that  the 
remedy  for  environmental  destruction  lies  in  studying  the  physical 
environment  and  ourselves  as  one  system  –  what  he  calls  a  socionatural 
system.    The  permaculture  philosophy  puts  this  ideal  into  practice;  it 
teaches its adherents to think in system terms, and to design not only their 
backyards  in  terms  of  the  relationship  between  elements  and  their 
functions,  but  also  to  take  into  account  their  own  resources  of  time  and 
energy within the system. 
With  personal  energy  resources  in  mind,  permaculturists  position 
elements in zones which are determined according to the number of times 
they need to be visited from the central living or working area.  Suburban 
properties  usually  only  have  sufficient  space  for  two  of  the  five  defined 
permaculture  zones.64    Zone  one  typically  contains  intensively  cultivated 
garden beds, for example, herbs and plucking greens, while zone two might 
contain  a  few  fruit  trees,  shade  house,  worm  farm,  compost  heap  and 
chicken pen and some more garden beds. 
                                                 
64 Z o n e s  o f f e r  a  c o n c e p t u a l  w a y  o f  m a n a g i n g  t h e  p e r m a c u l t u r e  s y s t e m ,  b a s e d  o n  t h e  
distance  from  the  core  of  the  system  where  the  care-giver  is  housed.    Rural  broadacre 
permaculture properties are usually large enough to accommodate all five zones.  The key 
features of the various zones are as follows:  Zone 0 - House or other human living area,  
Zone 1 - Intensive sheet-mulched food gardens, pond, shadehouse, greenhouse, rainwater 
tank, tool shed. Some fruit trees, such as lemon. Low windbreak around the garden.  Zone 
2 - Garden beds. Animals such as chickens or other poultry, earthworm farm, rabbits or 
guinea pigs. Aquaculture tanks or ponds. Hedges and trellising utilised for edge effects.  
Compost heap. Small orchard or fruit and nut trees.  Zone 3 - Larger-scale orchards and 
geese, living mulches, goat pen, bee hives, fodder plants, windbreaks for house, firebreaks.  
Zone 4 - Woodlots (long term development), dams, agroforestry (extensive tree culture), 
shelterbelts,  windmills,  farm  stock.  Swales,  drains,  dams  and  other  water  harvesting 
strategies.  Zone 5 - Wilderness, natural forest or bush. Catchment area and flora and 
fauna preservation. Wildlife corridors. Forest regrowth. Reforestation.  From The Basics of 
Permaculture Design by Ross Mars (1996) p 20.    247 
It will be apparent that a holistic way of thinking is being expounded 
here, one that considers as many aspects of the system as possible and the 
way  they  interact  with  each  other.    This  is  a  working  expression  of  the 
ecological world-view.  In terms of our worm farm, not only are we recycling 
organic matter from the kitchen, but we are also recycling newspaper and 
cardboard and re-using polystyrene boxes and wooden sleepers from other 
parts of the system.   
The new ideas expressed in the worm farm, are reinforced in different 
ways  through  the  establishment  of,  or  involvement  in,  all  of  the 
permaculture  items  listed  earlier.    Let  us  examine  another  item  that  is 
especially popular with new permaculture members – the tyre pond. 
An inexpensive and effective pond can be constructed using an old 
tyre with one rim cut away.  A hole in the ground is lined with 
strong plastic and the tyre is set on top of it with a few shovelfuls 
of dirt placed in the hole.  Water is then added slowly and stones 
or paving bricks laid around the perimeter to cover the tyre.  Water 
lily  bulbs  or  water  chestnuts  can  be  planted  in  the  soil  at  the 
bottom  of  the  pond  and  a  few  floating  ferns  added  to  provide 
shade and protection for fish or tadpoles.  Small perennial flowers 
may be planted amongst the bordering stones for decoration.    
     Garden ponds are encouraged to provide a niche environment 
in which to grow water lilies, water chestnuts and useful mulches, 
with  moisture-loving  herbs  planted  in  the  rim  and  around  the 
margins.  Ponds are a haven for insect-eating frogs and a breeding 
ground  for  predatory  insects  like  dragon-flies  and  damsel  flies 
which  help  control  pests  in  the  garden.    The  addition  of  a  few 
small fish ensures that any mosquito larvae are soon eliminated. 
A pond is one of the elements in a permaculture system and, as such, 
can be analysed in terms of its function in the system as a whole, its needs 
in terms of requirements to set it up and keep it going, and its products or 
outputs  in  terms  of  how  they  benefit  other  parts  of  the  system.    If  the   248 
outputs  of  one  element,  say,  chicken  manure,  cannot  be  used  by  other 
elements in the system such as the vegetable garden, we have pollution.  
According to this way of thinking, pollution is no accident; it is the result of 
an  unbalanced  system  where  the  inputs  and  outputs  do  not  complement 
each other.  Sometimes, pollution can arise when too little is known about a 
system to use it safely.65 
Even  if  PAWA  members  incorporate  only  the  minimal  number  of 
permaculture items into their lives, the language surrounding these items 
will teach them to think in terms of wholes and parts and the relationship 
between them – the very kind of thinking required for an ecological world-
view.  Such thinking could be usefully adopted by government departments 
and  public  authorities.    However,  the  way  in  which  these  bodies  are 
organised,  as  well  as  a  limited  view  of  their  respective  tasks,  tends  to 
obscure  the  systemic  nature  of  all  life  activities  and  encourages  partial 
rather than holistic thinking. 
Returning to the tyre pond example, one aspect which excites many 
people  about  these  ponds  is  the  way  in  which  they  utilise  old  tyres.  
Notoriously  difficult  to  dispose  of,  old  tyres  not  only  make  cheap  and 
effective  garden  ponds,  but  can  be  used  in  many  different  ways  in 
permaculture systems.  Tyres can be used to provide bulk, form and shape 
to garden beds; they make strong and durable retaining walls; they can be 
                                                 
65 One of the design course teachers spoke of his experience in a nuclear power station in 
Britain and concluded that if present knowledge about how a system cycled (in this case, 
the nuclear system which  was a natural process based on the sun) did not include the 
means to prevent pollution, it should not be used until it was better understood (Field 
Notes, (1993), June 5). 
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used  to  protect  young  plants,  as  feed  and  water  troughs  for  animals,  as 
raised garden beds or compost bins.  They can even be used to make swings 
for children.  In fact, as one permaculture educator put it, ‘the number of 
uses  for  old  tyres  is  only  limited  by  your  imagination’  (Mars  &  Mars, 
1994:3). 
Few PAWA members are content to stop with the construction of just 
one or two items; the very idea of relationships with other things tends to 
foster  a  chain  reaction  in  thinking.    As  Bill  Mollison  (1991:4)  says, 
‘permaculture,  like  a  tree,  is  a  holistic  system,  a  synthesis  of  disciplines 
translated into yields and products.  Who can say [he asks], if the idea or 
the  media  potential  triggers  this  pattern?    Does  it  matter?    There  are 
infinite pathways and possibilities, roots to fruits.  Everything is connected’.  
Furthermore, the connection goes beyond the garden in its impact.  The use 
of the ‘smallest practicable area’ for food production using strategies such as 
increasing the fertility of the soil, maximising edges66, controlling pests and 
increasing the diversity of species, serves to ‘increase the sum of the yields’ 
                                                 
66 Edges occupy the boundary between two ecologies and are very productive places because 
the resources of both systems can be used.  E.g. reef ecologies utilise the edge between coral 
and ocean, and mangrove ecologies utilise the land/sea interface.  Permaculture gardens 
deliberately maximise the edge effect.  For example, ‘a pond can either be of one shape and 
depth  (and  host  a  simple  ecology),  or  we  can  build  it  with  varying  depths,  shapes  and 
islands.  Then we can plant rushes at the edge of the pond, water-lilies and water chestnuts 
in the shallows, and have carp feeding on the fringing vegetation at the top of the pond, 
catfish roaming the pond bottom and birdlife on a sheltered island’ (Mollison, 1991:26/7). 
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and  allows  the  maximum  amount  of  land  to  remain  undisturbed  as 
wilderness areas (Zone 5).   
This  aspect  is  important  because  one  of  the  greatest  threats  to 
civilisation  lies  in  the  extinction  of  species  and  the  loss  of  bio-diversity 
through destruction of habitat.  These other species are working parts of 
ecosystems  which  provide  us  with  indispensable  services.    An  ecological 
world-view recognises the value of other species and tries to further their 
well-being while at the same time meeting human needs as efficiently and 
frugally as possible. 
I  noted  earlier  that  tribal  people67  had  always  appreciated  that 
everything  was  connected  because  of  their  pragmatic  attachment  to  the 
earth.  The fact that they held these beliefs shows that humans are not 
intrinsically  insensitive  to  other  species;  rather,  different  cultural 
environments  foster  different  ways  of  looking  at  the  world.    Complex 
societies such as ours are the result of many different influences, but only 
some of these currently find expression due to the domination of technology.  
An examination of the subordinate cultural traditions in our society may 
show that we already possess the basis on which to build a new appreciation 
of the environment (Bellett, 1990:51).   
In the practical realm, we have the tradition of home production, and 
in  the  philosophical  realm,  the  Christian  concept  of  stewardship.    The 
                                                 
67 I use the term ‘tribal’ to refer to the ‘small-scale, pre-industrialised societies that live in 
comparative isolation and manage their affairs without any centralised authority such as 
the  state,’  which  David  Maybury-Lewis discussed in the TV series  Millennium a n d  t h e  
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combination  of  these  two  cultural  strands  could  result  in  a  practical 
environmental  ethic  (Young,  1991:64).    A  1992  Australian  Bureau  of 
Statistics survey found that more than a third of Australian families had 
planted fruit trees and vegetables in their gardens and one-fifth of total egg 
production came from backyard chooks (reported by Reid, 1994).  With such 
a high proportion of citizens engaged in home production, one might have 
expected a greater appreciation of the cycles of nature than is evidenced in 
the practices of many gardeners.  However, the excessive use of artificial 
fertilisers  is  widespread  and  there  is  limited  awareness  of  the  need  to 
conserve water in Perth, which is one of the driest cities on earth.  There is 
little indication of stewardship here. 
This situation shows a dearth of holistic thinking among members of 
many  segments  of  the  population.    It  seems  that  many  garden  lovers 
mentally separate their activities in the garden from their activities in the 
house and their activities at work, and all of these activities are seen in 
opposition to the policies of the public sector.  Such compartmentalisation 
must be replaced by a way of thinking which traces connections between 
activities; which bears in mind the wider picture even when the focus of 
attention is merely a part.  Without the systematic and unifying ideas of 
permaculture,  the  potential  of  backyard  production  as  a  transforming 
activity is greatly reduced.   
The  potential  for  productive  backyard  activities  in  general  is 
encouraged and supported by membership in permaculture associations.  In 
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fact, nearly half (47%) of survey respondents found that PAWA helped them 
by legitimating and encouraging their present interests and practices, while 
over  one-third  (36%)  agreed  that  the  opportunity  provided  by  the 
Association to meet other permaculturists had also been helpful (see Table 
13, page 239). 
Contact  with  other  permaculture  practitioners  serves  to  encourage 
enjoyment of productive activities, but it is the ideas that go with it which 
seem to inspire people to make changes in the way they do things.  I have 
already discussed the beneficial ideas associated with worm farms and tyre 
ponds, but far more extensive changes can result from exposure to some 
very  basic  ideas.    For  example,  those  who  first  hear  of  climate-sensitive 
housing through PAWA, are amazed at the simplicity of the principles and 
the practical effectiveness of designing the layout of a house in accordance 
with the external elements of sun and wind.  An enormous saving of energy 
would be possible if energy-efficient housing was to become the norm, with a 
great  increase  in  indoor  comfort  and  considerable  reduction  in  the 
generation of greenhouse gases. 
The effect of these new ideas on individuals can be quite far-reaching 
as the following comment from a new graduate of a permaculture design 
course  shows.    The  writer  lamented  the  disrupting  effect  of  the  course: 
‘whereas before I was comfortable admiring lawns,68 now I think “what a 
                                                 
68 Bill Mollison is scathing about the amount of resources devoted to lawns.  He sees them 
as examples of ‘wilful waste, conspicuous consumption and lack of care for the earth or its 
people’.  Mollison says the lawn is the world’s “third agriculture” after food gardens and 
farms, and claims that ‘every society that grows extensive lawns could produce all its food 
on the same area using the same resources, and that world famine could be totally relieved 
if we devoted the resources of lawn culture to food culture in poor areas’ (1988:434). 
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waste”!  With all this new-found knowledge, it’s hard to admire a beautiful 
house  if  I  can  see  that  its  aspect  is  completely  wrong  –  and  it’s  rather 
irritating that my friends don’t share my enthusiasm for worm farms as a 
topic of dinner party conversation . . . ’ (article in Sustaining Settlements 
newsletter, Spring 1997:8). 
There is clearly a close link between ideas and action and it is only 
when theory is united with practice, i.e. through praxis, that appropriate 
change  occurs.    This  unity  leads  to  new  experiences  that  enliven  new 
practices with emotional meaning.  Since experiences seem to be necessary 
for the emergence of the participatory consciousness that is the vehicle of 
the  ecological  world-view,  I  wish  to  examine  the  contribution  of  new 
experiences in the next chapter.   254 
Chapter 12 
New Experiences: the Basis for New Attitudes 
In this chapter I shall discuss the kinds of experiences which permaculture 
offers and the responses of individuals to them, but first, let me place these 
particular experiences within a general theoretical context.   
The  anthropologist,  John  Bennett  (1993:52),  saw  the  detachment  of 
humans  from  nature  as  the  most  general  cause  of  ecological  problems.  
Unlike  other  species  which  are  subject  to  control  and  feedback  through 
various  physical  processes  humans  have  proceeded  to  operate  as  though 
there were no environmental limits.  Ornstein and Ehrlich (1989) believe 
this approach is the result of a failure to appreciate the limitations of our 
perceptual systems in dealing with reality, and hence our failure to correct 
for them through education.69 Such education would include much concrete 
practical experience to allow students to see the discrepancies between their 
idea of things and reality. 
The lack of first-hand experiences of the natural physical world and 
limited experiences of community interaction means that we are more ready 
to  accept  media  interpretations  of  reality  than  people  were  in  the  past.  
Mark Slouka (1996, italics added), who wrote a book about what he called 
                                                 
69  The  authors  point  out  that  our  perceptual  equipment  means  that  we  naturally  take 
notice of immediate events and respond to their demands while ignoring what is going on 
continuously; a human propensity which has allowed environmental degradation to creep 
up on us unnoticed.  They advocate the conscious development of “slow reflexes” (i.e. a form 
of reflexivity similar to that discussed in the section on methodology) through education to 
enable  people  to  react  appropriately  to  the  world  and  to  recognise  behaviours  which 
threaten our long-term social and physical well being (Ornstein & Ehrlich, 1989).   255 
the modern assault on reality, traced the acceptance of abstractions from 
the real thing, to the beginning of the twentieth century when the pace and 
pattern of daily life underwent a radical change.  Within two generations 
the old world we had known was gone, Slouka says, and with it ‘the loss of 
two  things  which  had  always  grounded  us;  our  place  within  an  actual 
community and our connection to a particular physical landscape’. 
Without experiences of the natural world and without experiences with 
a range of other humans we are easy prey for the interpretations of reality 
presented to us by the media.  Martin Pawley (1973:Ch.4), who wrote about 
the causes and consequences of community collapse in the West, saw these 
interpretations as constituting a ‘secondary reality’ and said this reality can 
seem more real than the world we know.  This is one of the reasons, Pawley 
says,  for  the  withdrawal  of  ordinary  people  from  the  public  realm.    The 
constant  barrage  of  bad  news  from  the  media,  including  warnings  of 
ecological  catastrophe,  justifies  people’s  desire  to  retreat  into  a  world  of 
privatism with the concomitant need for an increase in consumer goods.   
Pawley’s reasoning is supported by the conclusions drawn from several 
recent  studies  which  indicated  that  big  numbers  of  young  families  in 
Australia  had  become  part  of  the  ‘do  not  disturb’  generation  with  little 
involvement  in  community  groups  and  a  social  life  based  around  their   256 
homes  (Anon,  The  West  Australian  (1996)  August  12,  p  7).70    While 
acknowledging that there are various reasons for this trend, it is apparent 
that such behaviour is self-perpetuating. 
In  the  absence  of  personal  experiences  in  local  community 
management and without positive experiences with other people, individual 
families  can  easily  feel  isolated  and  powerless.    Fellow  citizens  may  be 
perceived  as  possible  threats,  rather  than  as  potential  supporters  and 
collaborators in solving community problems.  Similarly, without personal 
experiences with nature and natural processes, the natural world, too, can 
be seen as alien, threatening, and in need of control. 
It is clear that personal experience is of fundamental importance in 
determining  our  attitude  to  nature  and  to  each  other.    This  is  why 
environmentalists stress the importance of new experiences in facilitating 
change.  As Hughes (1991) says, there are two sets of experiences and they 
are intricately connected.  We are thinking here of experiences with nature 
and natural processes on the one hand, and cooperative experiences with a 
range  of  different  people,  on  the  other.    Involvement  with  organisations 
such as PAWA provide many opportunities for experiences which enable us 
to trace the connections between our dealings with the natural world and 
our interactions with each other. 
                                                 
70 The studies referred to in the newspaper report, “Families go it Alone: Study”, included 
Quantum Harris Australia’s social survey monitoring of 2000 people annually; a survey by 
the  Liverpool  council  of  social  values  and  lifestyle  interests  in  a  new  housing  estate;  a 
social behaviour study of 372 Brisbane households; and an Institute of Public Affairs study 
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Experiences  like  this  are  important  because,  as  Slouka 
(1996) puts it, 
 ‘culture  depends  on  the  shared  evidence  of  the  senses, 
always  has:  we  can  communicate  with  one  another  because  a 
hurled rock will always break skin, a soap bubble always burst . . 
. human history, in the largest sense, has been the record of our 
debate with the world.  Because reality has been and continues to 
be  the  greatest  touchstone  for  the  world’s  ethical  systems.  
Because,  simply  put,  the  world  provides  context,  and  without 
context, ethical behaviour is impossible’.  
 
Experience and Emotion 
Experience  then,  concerns  the  senses  and,  as  a  ‘process  of  personally 
observing, encountering, or undergoing something’ (Macquarie Dictionary, 
1981),  it  involves  the  whole  person.    As  such,  experience  involves  an 
emotional  response,  and  this  can  be  either  positive  or  negative.    The 
strength  of  emotions  predispose  individuals  to  approach  or  withdrawal 
behaviour and the resultant mood is often unconsciously communicated to 
others.    Positive  emotional  contagion  is  evident  at  many  permaculture 
functions where it has the effect of facilitating imitative behaviour.  It also 
fosters community spirit, since, ‘we generally imitate the behaviour of those 
to whom we feel close, and we feel closer to those who imitate our behaviour 
(Hatfield,  Cacioppo  &  Rapson,  1994:44).    Emotional  contagion  is  an 
important factor in furthering the efforts of those working towards a more 
frugal and cooperative society.   
Positive  emotional  experience  in  general  can  be  a  powerful  force 
toward  the  development  of  new  satisfactions.    When  individuals  are 
presented  with  situations  which  allow  them  to  encounter  the  incredible   258 
processes of nature, their emotional responses are usually overwhelmingly 
positive.  These experiences are indispensable in facilitating the withdrawal 
from consumerism. 
New Experiences with Nature 
One  of  the  most  readily  available  experiences  for  this  purpose  for 
Australian  city  dwellers,  is  the  observation  of  nature  in  gardens,  either 
public or private.  All that it takes is a little time, and the experience itself 
is greatly enriched if people interact with the elements of the garden.  Most 
PAWA members spend time in the garden on a regular basis and three-
quarters of the survey respondents did so every week.  Time spent ranged 
from half an hour to several hours each day (40%), through half a day each 
week  (29%)  to  several  days  each  week  (1%).    A  few  people  spent  a  short 
period  of  time  each  day  and  a  substantial  part  of  each  weekend  in  the 
garden (4%), while others spent a period of time there on a fortnightly (12%) 
or monthly (8%) basis.  For 2% of respondents, the time varied considerably 
with the seasons and other demands. 
Experiences with nature in the form of plants are generally easier to 
acquire than experiences with animals.  The urban predominance of PAWA 
membership  is  revealed  by  the  fact  that  more  than  half  of  respondents 
(58%) spent no time tending permaculture animals (i.e. productive animals 
rather than simply pets).  Of the remainder, nearly 29% spent up to half an 
hour  a  day  tending  animals  (mainly  poultry);  10%  provided  irregular 
attention and the remaining few (3%) spent several hours a day or provided 
care on a weekly basis.   259 
Survey respondents were asked whether the time they spent tending 
plants  or  animals  was  more  or  less  after  becoming  a  PAWA  member.  
Results and comments indicate that many members already enjoyed time 
with nature before membership, but a substantial number (42%) found they 
spent more time after joining PAWA (26% a little more time; 16% a lot more 
time), while a few actually spent less (5%). 
In  conclusion,  whether  time  spent  in  the  garden  or  with  animals 
represented an ongoing interest or a new experience, the encounter with 
nature  was  apprehended  positively  by  PAWA  members.    In  the  detailed 
survey  question  probing  values  and  attitudes,  over  three-quarters  of 
respondents (78%) agreed (including 42% strongly agreeing) that working 
with the soil gives me a meaningful link with the universe.  Fifteen per-cent 
were  neutral  about  the  statement  and  8%  disagreed.    A  similarly  large 
percentage found their garden a source of spiritual solace; 73% agreed that 
my garden is a spiritual haven (including 29% strongly agreeing), 17% were 
neutral about the statement, and 10% disagreed. 
These  responses  indicate  that  permaculture  is  effective  in  ‘re-
awakening the deep love of the earth which humans once felt’ which Daly & 
Cobb (1989:373) believe is essential if people are to be persuaded to change 
their  lifestyles  to  simpler  patterns.    Growing  things  gives  a  first-hand 
appreciation of ecology – it is as educational and satisfying for professionals 
in Perth as it was for the people of a slum renewal project described by an 
American  activist.    Initially,  she  found,  there  was  often  a  reluctance  to   260 
getting one’s hands dirty, but then people surprise themselves by finding 
that they enjoy it (Bagby, 1990:231-248).  This was my own experience. 
Forking through my decaying compost seemed an unsavoury job until I 
noticed the tiny fungal threads weaving through the decomposing matter 
and  became  intrigued  with  their  role  in  breaking  down  organic  wastes.  
Other people have reported similar reactions.  One women said that her 
involvement with a compost pile had taught her that earth was a living 
being and changed her life.  As she encountered the changing smells of the 
various  layers  in  her  compost  pile,  she  realised  in  amazement  that  a 
digestive process was in action, with the end result being ‘fresh, rich, clean 
soil’ (Russell, 1990:224). 
Responses  like  these  to  basic  experiences  with  nature  are  not 
uncommon.  A primary school teacher who attended a permaculture course 
enthused that it was one of the best personal experiences she had ever had. 
Although participants came from all walks of life, she found the common 
purpose  made  for  a  warm  and  friendly  group.    After  completing  her 
certificate, she enjoyed setting up a garden, wormery and small orchard at 
her own home, then set about producing a primary educator’s resource book.  
The practical exercises she devised were tested on the year five class she 
shared with another teacher.  Among other activities, the children designed 
and built a ‘secret garden’ based on permaculture principles, which included 
a  pond  and  integrated  no-dig  garden  featuring  herbs,  vegetables  and 
flowers.  They were thrilled with their garden, and months later when the   261 
writer was no longer their teacher, were still talking about their wonderful 
experience making the garden (Huston, 1994). 
Whether young or old, it seems that people everywhere respond in a 
similar way to the experience of gathering organic materials, preparing soil, 
and handling plants.  Even behind prison walls, the experience of creating a 
permaculture  garden  can  have  a  therapeutic  effect,  as  the  following 
rapturous  account  shows.    The  writer,  a  design  course  participant  in  a 
women’s  prison,  described  the  efforts  the  group  had  put  into  various 
activities:  making  compost,  planting  fruit  trees,  placing  herbs  and 
vegetables  in  appropriate  locations  and  with  appropriate  companions, 
creating a trellis sun trap and farming worms in a huge old bath tub.  She 
concluded,  “we  have  more  plans  for  the  future  of  course,  depending  on 
funding,  but  I  have  learned  so  much  about  the  living  plant.    It’s  been 
exciting, exhilarating and very therapeutic . . . This is a woman’s garden, a 
country lady’s garden, a refuge, a paradise.  Get back to the earth girls.  
And boys – grow them for your girls – the smells are rapturous.  Hug a tree” 
(Permaculture West, 1996, Vol. 18, No. 3, May, p 17). 
A country PAWA member who has developed a small commercial seed 
business also acknowledged the therapeutic value of gardening.  As well as 
seeds, she sells a range of preserves and is active in the community, but 
makes sure she finds time for the garden.  “It keeps me grounded and in 
touch”, she said, “if I didn’t have time with the plants, I’d be of no use to 
anyone” (Sutton, 1995:9).     262 
Bill  Mollison  has  no  doubt  about  the  many  benefits  of  cultivating 
plants and sees exercise and life interest as a natural adjunct of gardening.  
He  says  that  the  active  processes  of  building  compost  piles,  trellising, 
picking vegetables and mulching keep one fit, while the care of the garden 
and  health  of  the  family  and  community  provides  plenty  of  interest.  
Gardening  also  promotes  the  kinds  of  attitudes  we  need  in  society.    In 
Mollison’s words, “to garden is to be patient, optimistic; to live expectantly 
as  if  tomorrow  matters;  to  teach  and  share  with  others”.    He  notes  the 
physical  benefits  of  fresh  air,  simple  healthy  food  and  opportunity  to 
daydream, and concludes that all this leads to good health and long life, 
with the additional bonus that “gardeners are content to die, as resurrection 
from  dead  material  is  a  daily  event  in  a  garden,  not  a  rare  miracle 
guaranteed by some guru” (1993:234). 
Gardening, however, is more often a recreational activity than part of 
a  comprehensive  lifestyle,  and  does  not  necessarily  lead  to  sustainable 
living.  David Holmgren (1993:9), the co-founder of permaculture, sees the 
WWOOFing network as one of the most successful ways of providing people 
with everyday experiences of living and working in more sustainable ways.  
WWOOF, which stands for Willing Workers On Organic Farms, is a well 
established  world-wide  organisation  which  offers  first-hand  experience  of 
organic farming for willing workers, in exchange for board and lodging.71 
Many of the over 250 host farms are implementing permaculture designs or 
                                                 
71 WWOOF began in England in 1971 and was established in Australia in 1980.  With the 
many  countries  now  involved,  the  organisation  also  functions  as  a  form  of  cultural 
exchange (“Holidays”, Permaculture International Journal, No. 53, 1994/95, p 18). 
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following  permaculture  principles,  so  visitors  can  gain  experience  of 
alternative lifestyles while holidaying. 
A classical violinist from London found that working as a WWOOFer 
opened the door to totally new experiences for her.  “I’ve learnt to pick up 
horse poo from a paddock and see it as black gold”, she said.  “I’ve learnt to 
mulch things.  How to plant carrots; plant nibbly things near the house 
where you can reach them, pee on trees, use a pit toilet”.  The musician had 
grown up in England with dogs, ponies and trees, but had never gardened 
before.  She had always been careful and protective of her hands and now 
they  were  scratched  and  dirty  with  torn  nails,  but  she  didn’t  care.    The 
discovery that she could be a “strong physical person as well as a culture 
vulture”  more  than  compensated  for  the  wear  and  tear  resulting  from 
outdoor work (Buckley, 1994/5:19). 
Some people believe that a more sustainable society can be created by 
concentrating  on  the  city  (which  is,  after  all,  the  major  locus  of  the 
population), and working there to constrain urban sprawl and private car 
domination (Newman & Kenworthy, 1999).  They emphasise the need for 
cities to operate in sympathy with the environment and to take account of 
local resources, but do not give a high priority to the need for city dwellers 
to  develop  new  satisfactions  and  new  values.    As  one  ‘urban  commons’ 
supporter put it, ‘to respect the flows of nature does not mean you have to 
produce  food  from  it’  (Newman,  1991).    Maybe  not,  but  in  our 
compartmentalised  society,  lack  of  physical  and  temporal  involvement  in   264 
particular  areas  of  life  usually  means  lack  of  emotional  and  intellectual 
appreciation as well.   
 
The  new  head  of  the  World  Bank  thought  personal  experience  was 
important  enough  to  send  dozens  of  bank  experts  to  various  developing 
countries for a ‘poverty week’, to experience the deprivations suffered by the 
people the bank was trying to serve.  Bank officials found there was a new 
sense of urgency to deal with issues when experts had seen problems like 
maternal  and  child  mortality  first  hand,  rather  than  indirectly  through 
reports and statistics.72   
 
Environmentalists are well aware of our tendency to play down the 
importance of things of which we have little experience.  Observing that big 
cities  were  the  undeniable  future  for  our  species,  the  French 
environmentalist, Jean-Michel Cousteau 1995:2) noted that the very word 
‘urbanity’ had become synonymous with tolerance, refinement and learning.  
He pointed out, however, that the city was also “a place of forgetting many 
things of primal importance, such as how to rotate crops, when to pick fruit 
and  where  to  plant”.    Permaculture  seeks  to  refresh  our  memories  and 
renew our skills in these important areas, while at the same time giving us 
experiences of community interaction as we learn together. 
                                                 
72 Reported in The West Australian, Dec. 31, 1997:19, under heading, “Bank tries grassroots 
to learn of poverty”.    265 
New experiences with People in Community Gardens73 
 
Backyard gardens have their limitations, so some permaculture members 
have put their energy into developing gardens which can be shared with 
others.    The  first  permaculture  community  allotment  garden  was 
established in an inner city suburb in Perth in mid 1992.  The experienced 
couple  who  instigated  the  venture  gained  local  involvement  and  interest 
through dropping circulars in letter boxes in their area.  The garden which 
eventuated,  comprised  annuals,  perennials,  storm-water  run-off,  and 
several tyre and bath ponds.  ‘Junk’, such as old bedframes, was widely used 
for  making  permanent  structures  like  trellises.    Field  day  visitors  were 
impressed with the results of energy input from the local community, which 
included a number of apartment dwellers. 
Other community initiatives include a smaller perennial garden in a 
southern  suburb  comprising  shrubs,  macadamia,  mulberry  and  almond 
trees,  and  a  community  garden  developed  near  a  primary  school  and 
housing cooperative in Fremantle.  Yet another group in South Fremantle, 
FINCA (Fremantle Inner City Agriculture) began work with a vision of a 
community garden and ended up with something far more comprehensive.  
The  re-named  community  park,  attracted  so  many  collaborators  through 
public  meetings  on  site,  that  the  area  eventually  included  bush 
regeneration,  artworks,  grey  water  re-use,  rain  water  harvesting,  play 
equipment, lawn areas, and seating and entrance archways, in addition to 
                                                 
73 Information about community gardens came from the following PAWA Newsletters: Vol. 
15, No. 5, Sept. 1993:15; Vol. 15, No. 6, Nov. 1993:24 & Vol. 18, No. 1, Jan. 1996:13. 
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permaculture  gardens.    Local  residents  were  able  to  contribute  their 
experiences and opinions and decide on the construction techniques to be 
used, through a series of public workshops before and during on-site work.  
The workshops became a collective learning process for both the workshop 
participants and the presenters. 
The  various  permaculture  resource  centres  which  supply  plants, 
manures  and  other  organic  requirements,  also  provide  information  and 
training  in  permaculture  methods.    They  often  function  as  de  facto 
community  centres,  though  some  have  made  this  a  central  focus.    The 
Fremantle  Garden  Centre  is  the  venue  for  Sustaining  Settlements,  an 
incorporated non-profit community association, managed by a community 
committee.74  The association began in mid 1996 to bring together people in 
the  local  area  who  wished  to  be  part  of  a  more  socially  and  ecologically 
sustainable environment.  It soon attracted more than 160 supporters and 
could  now  be  described  as  a  community  meeting  place  in  a  commercial 
setting.    Apart  from  the  work  of  a  nursery  and  landscaping  service,  the 
centre  offers  courses  in  permaculture  design  and  workshop  training  in 
permaculture  techniques.    The  site  provides  space  for  volunteers  and 
permaculture graduates to experiment with various projects and to unite 
with others to celebrate events such as the equinoxes.  The association has 
plans  for  an  energy-efficient  education  centre,  and,  in  the  future,  a 
community farm. 
                                                 
74 Information about Sustaining Settlements Inc. came from the following newsletters by 
that name: Vol. 1, Issue 3, Autumn 1997; Vol. 1, Issue 4, Winter 1997, & Vol. 2, Issue 5, 
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This  association  and  the  others  I  have  referred  to,  provide 
opportunities for valuable experiences with nature and with other people.  
These  communities  operate  in  an  atmosphere  of  cooperation  rather  than 
competition  and  the  resulting  experience  has  a  multiplying  effect.    For 
example,  some  Sustaining  Settlement  members  already  have  plans  for  a 
workshop  which  will  motivate  neighbours  to  get  together  and  transform 
their  road  verges  and  local  surroundings  into  food  forests  and  wild-life 
corridors.   
Experiences with Local Groups 
Local permaculture groups also offer members combined experiences with 
nature  and  with  other  people.    Groups  located  on  the  fringes  of  the  city 
seem  most  successful  at  maintaining  local  programmes  as  indicated  by 
regular group reports in PAWA newsletters.  Members’ properties in these 
areas are generally larger than the typical city ‘quarter acre’ block and this 
fact may reflect occupation and lifestyle choice rather than the enjoyment of 
permaculture as a hobby.  Reported activities of these groups include two 
neighbours regularly working together on each other’s gardens on alternate 
weeks (Beck, 1993:7) and a joint effort with the local high school in planning 
the development of cleared land acquired by the local council for the benefit 
of the community (Pollock, 1996:26).  The Hills Group noted that their most 
successful meetings had been those in which they had worked together on 
someone’s garden, so future meetings were deliberately planned to include 
an ‘action’ dimension (Pollock, 1994:20).  Joint effort at local gatherings had   268 
the  same  positive  effect  on  my  local  group;  the  camaraderie  on  these 
occasions was particularly noticeable. 
As  the  examples  above  show,  most  permaculture  activities  combine 
experiences with nature and experiences with people, and this is what we 
might  expect  given  the  ethics  of  the  movement.75    PAWA-initiated  joint 
activities  can  be  quite  varied.    Others  not  yet  mentioned  include  the 
creation  of  a  mandala  garden  in  front  of  the  camera  for  a  “Gardening 
Australia” television segment (Rowell, 1994:19), and the construction of a 
geodesic dome as part of a design exercise, which the attendant group found 
both frustrating and exhilarating (Gary, 1993:4). 
These  experiences  all  involve  members  with  a  range  of  different 
individuals.  The diverse backgrounds of people in permaculture, which is a 
constant cause for favourable comment, is very effective in creating bonds 
across  the  specialisations  in  society.    The  result  is  a  reduction  in  ‘social 
monocropping’76  and  the  provision  of  community  experience  for  members 
through the network of the permaculture community. 
 
Participation  in  the  network  is  frequently  inspired  by  a  desire  to 
continue the satisfactions experienced in design courses.  On the last day of 
                                                 
75  The three-fold ethic includes care of the earth, care of people, and dispersal of surplus 
time, money, and materials towards these ends (Mollison, 1991:3). 
 
76 The monocropping of people is a characteristic of modern life.  For example, ‘children are 
separated from adults, older adults separated from younger ones, people who are learning 
are separated from those who are working, and people who are producing are separated 
from those who are consuming . . . physically or mentally ill people are grouped in hospitals 
or residential institutions’ and so on, and each of the monocropped groups of people are 
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the course I attended, participants were given the opportunity to share with 
the group what they had gained from the course and what their plans were 
for the future.  It was clear that the common activity of learning and doing 
permaculture had provided a comfortable basis for group interaction, and it 
was the experience of community that drew much positive comment.  “So 
many  kindred  spirits”,  one  course  member  enthused;  another  feared 
suffering from withdrawal symptoms in the absence of the group, others 
were  heartened  simply  to  know  that  their  concerns  for  the  earth  were 
shared (Field Notes, 1993, 17 June). 
It is this ‘deep-seated innate spiritual concern for nature’, which John 
Young (1991:120) decided would provide the common ground for uniting the 
many diverse strands of the environment movement.  The examples just 
given have shown that all kinds of people can be enlisted to support the 
cause.  Even if previously unaware, those who experience the satisfaction of 
working with other people on earth-sustaining activities are likely to come 
to  an  appreciation  of  the  necessity  for  change  and  then  to  support 
appropriate policies. 
New Attitudes: the Outcome of New Experiences 
The account I have just given supports the conviction that one of the most 
important  factors  which  will  promote  change  is  ‘the  set  of  assumptions 
people  use  to  evaluate  the  events  of  their  lives’  (Wachtel,  1989:143).  
‘Assumptions’, are ‘things taken for granted’ (Macquarie Dictionary, 1981) 
and  these  assumptions  generally  have  consistent  behaviours  supporting 
them.  Clearly, a new set of assumptions and attitudes can only come into   270 
being once new practices are firmly established.  And new practices will 
only come about if experience suggests their desirability.   
In a situation of change, the primacy of new experiences in challenging 
conventional unsustainable practices and in supporting the introduction of 
new ones can hardly be overestimated.  As new practices become stabilised 
and  taken  for  granted,  people’s  attitudes  will  change  in  line  with  the 
changed circumstances (Mackay, 1993:26).  Hence, attitudes are an outcome 
of prevailing practices rather than a cause of current conditions, although 
they then play a role in maintaining these conditions.  People often forget 
how important experiences are in altering attitudes, and focus on attitude 
change  as  the  principal  means  of  promoting  innovations  (Bandura, 
1986:160).  This is a classic case of putting ‘the cart before the horse’, and is 
perhaps another indication of our tendency to separate thought and action. 
The new experiences I have described in this chapter and the positive 
reactions of individuals to them provide a basis for a new way of evaluating 
conventional social practices.  When these new experiences are found to be 
deeply satisfying, they are likely to result in a new set of values.  Since new 
values have been identified as a key factor in the move to sustainability, the 
type of values required will be the subject of the next chapter. 
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Chapter 13 
New Values for a Sustainable Future 
Values provide the generalised standards of behaviour which are expressed 
in  more  specific,  concrete  form  in  social  norms.    They  provide  essential 
organising  principles  for  the  integration  of  individual  and  group  goals.  
Values are reflected in attitudes, behaviours, patterns of integration and 
social structure (A Modern Dictionary of Sociology, 1969).  Since our present 
set of values is not compatible with sustainability, it is not surprising that 
environmentalists call for new values.  Not only are these new values rather 
different  from  those  which  support  current  societal  functioning,  they  are 
also far more comprehensive.  In fact, the values needed concern our whole 
understanding of reality and our orientation to it, and to this extent, are 
seen  to  exist  at  the  religious  level  (Daly  &  Cobb,  1989:375).    However, 
religion  in  this  sense  may  not  necessarily  have  much  in  common  with 
churches or religious observances. 
Religion and Sustainability 
Religion  is  often  defined  narrowly  in  terms  of  particular  beliefs  and 
practices  but  “religiousness”  in  this  form  is  part  of  the  problem,  Daly  & 
Cobb  say,  when  it  justifies  parochial  and  selfish  interests  supported  by 
outmoded thought and morality.  They find the same kind of religiousness 
in  the  secular  context  where  it  expresses  itself  in  ‘absolutising  beliefs, 
methods, and habits of mind’ (Daly & Cobb, 1989:374).  So what do we mean 
by religion?  The psychiatrist, Scott Peck (1978), has a useful definition.  He   272 
emphasises  that  everyone  has  a  religion  whether  explicit  or  implicit.    It 
consists of a particular set of ideas and beliefs about the essential nature of 
the world, and this functions as a religion for that person. 
There are many different world-views or religions, and Peck finds that 
in his work it is essential to understand how a patient views the world, 
since ‘the world-view of patients is always an essential part of their problem 
and  a  correction  in  their  world-view  is  necessary  for  their  cure’  (Peck, 
1978:186).76 Paraphrasing Peck, we could say that the religion of the mass 
of people in industrialised countries is an essential part of the problem and 
a  correction  of  prevailing  beliefs  is  necessary  to  solve  our  social  and 
environmental problems. 
Hugh Mackay, author of Reinventing Australia, wrote of the collective 
task  confronting  Australians  to  re-define  who  we  were,  what  was  most 
important to us and what sort of society we wanted for ourselves and our 
children.  In addition to the collective task, Mackay (1993:Part 5) said, this 
task also required individual effort to clarify personal priorities and goals – 
clearly a task of religious dimensions.  Once that was done, together we 
could begin to direct our energies towards the realisation of the things we 
wanted most.  
Clarification of goals can occur quite rapidly in a situation of personal 
                                                 
76 Regarding the various world-views, Scott Peck asks himself, ‘do patients envision the 
universe as basically chaotic and without meaning so that it is only sensible for them to 
grab whatever little pleasure they can whenever it is available?  Do they see the world as a 
dog-eat-dog place where ruthlessness is essential for their survival?  Or do they see it as a 
nurturing sort of place in which something good will always turn up and in which they 
need not fret much about the future?  Or a place that owes them a living no matter how 
they conduct their lives?  Or a universe of rigid law in which they will be struck down and 
cast away if they step even slightly out of line?  etcetera’ (1978:186).   273 
crisis such as illness, but the same effect can be achieved as a result of 
exposure  to  new  ideas  and  new  experiences  (Mackay,  1993:295).    Many 
people  have  found  involvement  in  associations  such  as  PAWA  helpful  in 
doing this.  The goal of sustainability surely touches on our deeper concerns 
about  life  and  involves  the  future  wellbeing  of  our  children.    In  fact, 
sustainability has been defined as ‘nothing more than the perennial search 
for meaningful ways of living’ (Davison, 1996).  I now wish to go beyond the 
pleasure individuals gain from their new experiences with nature and with 
other people, to analyse the nature of religious belief and the effect new 
experiences have on the development of religious values. 
Religion and Experience 
Religions and world-view are the result of many influences, but the 
most important determinant is culture.  This is because of our tendency to 
believe what the people around us believe, particularly when we are very 
small and dependent on those people for our very survival.  Experiences 
within the family are particularly significant in shaping our beliefs.  These 
early  childhood  experiences  have  a  powerful  impact  on  the  initial 
development  of  our  understanding  of  the  world,  but  as  we  mature  other 
experiences  from  schools,  neighbourhoods,  workplaces,  voluntary  assoc-
iations  and  commercial  settings  usually  modify  and  extend  these  early 
views. 
Peck (1978:191) says that in order to develop a religion or world-view 
which is realistic – in the sense that it conforms to our best understanding 
of the nature of the universe and our role in it – we must constantly revise   274 
and  extend  our  understanding  of  the  world  and  enlarge  our  frame  of 
reference.  This means a process of continuous learning, a willingness to 
expand our understanding and to forsake our narrower version of the world.  
Everything needs to be questioned when it comes to religion.  Peck believes 
it is helpful in this task to adopt the scepticism of science as we question the 
common notions and assumptions of our culture, and he says this scepticism 
should even be extended to science itself (1978:223). 
In order to revise our world-view, we need the help of new experiences.  
In psychotherapy, the new experiences of parenting which result from the 
‘therapeutic  alliance’77  allows  patients  to  reconstruct  their  view  of  the 
essence of the world on a healthier, more realistic basis.  In a similar way, 
new experiences with nature and with other people encourage questioning 
about  the  wisdom  of  prevailing  practices  and  their  relevance  to 
environmental reality.  Such questioning, if pursued, is likely to lead toward 
an ecological world-view, one in which everything is connected. 
A recent research project about learning in permaculture explored how 
permaculture gave people hope and direction in life.  The study involved the 
participants  of  two  permaculture  design  courses  as  well  as  experienced 
permaculturists.  Responses showed that learners felt empowered by the 
concepts  they  had  been  presented  with.    The  researcher,  Carolyn  Smith 
(1996), analysed the reason why these people and others all over the world, 
had been inspired by permaculture.  She came to the conclusion that it was 
                                                 
77 The ‘therapeutic alliance’ refers to the trusting/supportive relationship which develops 
between  the  patient  and  therapist  and  which  is  considered  largely  responsible  for  the 
successful outcome of therapy.   275 
the result of a new vision and an ethical basis for change, together with the 
practical  means  for  promoting  it.    In  addition,  she  found  there  was  a 
significant spiritual dimension to permaculture’s attraction.  Smith decided 
that  redefining  our  relationship  with  nature  seems  to  lead  to  the  re-
emergence  of  spirituality.    Despite  her  background  in  science  and  a 
professed agnosticism, Smith acknowledged that she, too, had experienced 
profound  spiritual  feelings  through  her  involvement  with  permaculture, 
both  in  the  bush  and  through  gardening.    She  had  become  increasingly 
aware of and inspired by the incredible complexity and workings of nature. 
Similarly,  I  recall  one  occasion  when  handling  soil  teeming  with 
vigorous worms, coming to the sudden realisation that I would not mind 
worms  dealing  with  my  body  after  death.    In  fact,  the  thought  seemed 
strangely  familiar  and  comforting;  worms  were  part  of  my  world  and  in 
their company I would be among friends.  Another member observed that 
the quiet reflection required to understand the elements of sun angles, wind 
direction and so on, in property design, brought with it ‘an almost spiritual 
peace of mind’ (Rowell, 1989:19).  This is an example of the kind of ‘time out’ 
that  Mackay  (1993:303)  said  was  necessary  to  keep  ourselves  integrated 
and our lives in perspective while we worked out the kind of society we 
wanted.  
This ‘metaphysical reconstruction’, which Fritz Schumacher (1979:123, 
140)  identified  as  the  most  urgent  need  of  our  time  twenty  years  ago, 
concerns  the  most  basic  aspect  of  existence  –  what  does  it  mean  to  be 
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human and what is the purpose of life?  Schumacher observed that the two 
customary  teachers  of  humanity  had  been  more  or  less  given  up.    He 
regretted  that  urbanised  populations  were  no  longer  in  touch  with  one 
teacher – the marvellous system of living nature, and the other teacher, the 
traditional wisdom of humankind, had been rejected or replaced by science.  
 
However,  although  many  PAWA  members  seem  to  be  actively 
questioning the traditional wisdom of humanity, they have not rejected it.  
The  survey  showed  that  almost  three-quarters  of  respondents  found  the 
spiritual side of life important and this was so whether their spirituality 
was  expressed  in  the  traditional  sense,  a  combination  of  beliefs  or  an 
openness  to  understanding  generally.78    This  openness  extended  to  an 
interest in various New Age philosophies and rituals, and often included 
meditative  practices.    Since  meditation  can  be  a  particularly  effective 
technique  for  the  development  of  an  ecological  world-view,  it  may  be 
worthwhile to consider it in a little more detail. 
Mysticism and Nature 
Those  who  have  studied  meditative  techniques  find  these  have  been 
primarily  developed  by  individuals  termed  mystics  who  follow  particular 
religious traditions.  The psychologist, Lawrence Le Shan (1974:6), observed 
that from a historical and psychological viewpoint, mysticism is “the search 
for  and  experience  of  the  relationship  of  the  individual  himself,  and  the 
                                                 
78 Discussed in more detail in section on religion in ‘Characteristics of Study Population’, 
chapter 5, page 137. 
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totality  that  makes  up  the  universe”.    Mystics,  he  says,  are  either 
individuals who have this knowledge as background music to their daily 
experience or else people who strive and work consistently to attain this 
knowledge.  
Mysticism  highlights  our  oneness  with  the  universe  and  with  each 
other; it is a natural development of the idea that everything is connected.  
Mystical  experience  expresses  the  ethical  principle  of  treating  others  as 
oneself,  since  these  others  are  experienced  as  one’s  Self.79    The  various 
forms  of  meditation  are  the  principal  means  of  obtaining  mystical 
awareness. 
It seems that humanity’s other perennial teacher – living nature – has 
now  become  more  accessible  to  many  urbanised  individuals  through 
permaculture.  The experiences which permaculture offers, combined with a 
comprehensive  value  system,  have  the  effect  of  awakening  the  spiritual 
sense, as shown by Carolyn Smith’s 1996 study, and the responses to my 
questions about attitudes and values.  You will remember that about three-
quarters  of  my  respondents  experienced  a  connection  with  the  universe 
through working with the soil, and a similar proportion found their gardens 
                                                 
79 T h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  p a r t i c u l a r l y  e s o t e r i c  a b o u t  t h i s  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  S e l f .   C o n s i d e r  f o r  a  
moment  those  ‘magic  eye  pictures’  (stereograms)  made  up  of  repeated  mono-coloured 
(sometimes multi-coloured) patterns which reveal a hidden design when you gaze at them 
without  focussing o n  d e t a i l .   T h e  m o v e m e n t  f r o m  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o f  s e l f  a s  a  s e p a r a t e  
identity, to consciousness of self as part of a whole, results from a similar change in focus.  
Both  are  accurate  reflections  of  different  aspects  of  reality,  and  one  can  learn  to  move 
between them, as practitioners like Le Shan have shown.  The ability to focus on the whole, 
helps to balance the sense of individual self with a sense of the Great Self which includes 
us and everybody and everything else.  Such a view of reality has important implications 
for the development of a sustainable society. 
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a spiritual haven.  These experiences could be described as mystical, in the 
sense that they reflect an awareness of connection with the greater order of 
things. 
The  founder  of  permaculture,  Bill  Mollison  (1996:623),  is  wary  of 
organised  religion;  he  contends  that  ‘unqualified  beliefs,  of  any  breed, 
disempower any individual by restricting their information,. . . for the truth 
is always variable, always changing and being shaped by more information 
and  understanding’.    Despite  his  scepticism,  however,  Mollison  himself 
could  be  described  as  a  mystic,  and  this  orientation  seems  to  have  been 
fostered  from  an  early  age  through  many  solitary  hours  spent  with  wild 
nature.  He recalls lying on his back as an eleven-year-old with his rifle 
beside  him,  looking  at  a  brown  falcon  in  the  sky.    ‘Without  pause’,  he 
remembers, ‘I am looking at me (and my rifle) from the falcon’s eyes and at 
all the country around’ (1996:642).  The youthful love affair with nature, 
somewhat  suppressed  over  the  years  with  adult  responsibilities  and  the 
need to study, dissect and convert the products of nature, re-emerged in 
later life. 
 
After a lifetime spent interacting with nature, both wild and managed, 
and the opportunity to reflect, read and resolve for himself the meaning of 
life, Mollison in old age, rejoiced in the re-discovery of a love – now mature 
and holistic – for the natural world.  This love, he said, entails    279 
“accepting ourselves as a cell of the life cooperative, at one 
time perishable and immortal, for we are of the rocks, the air and 
the  water,  and  the  planet.    In  life  and  death”,  he  says,  “we 
dissolve and come together into new beings, all part of the one 
immortal being that is life.  We are happy to be here, to die here, 
to be born here, and to see ourselves, our ancestors, our molecules 
and atoms eternally returning to life in all its forms.  When we 
die  as  people,  we  merely  return  to  the  whole  for  a  multiple 
rebirth, as in part we die all our lives as our individual cells are 
washed off, breathed out, and excreted; to be alive, we constantly 
renew  our  bodies  and  give  the  ‘wastes’,  alive  or  dead,  to  the 
planet” (Mollison, 1996:280). 
The mystical view of life, the world of the One, as Le Shan (1974: Ch. 
12)  puts  it,  in  which  everything  is  connected,  provides  a  balance  to  the 
everyday  world  of  personal  identity  and  separateness  –  the  world  of  the 
Many.  He says both aspects are equally necessary for a developed human 
life.  It is relationship and connectedness which makes identity real and 
meaningful, and it is identity which makes relationships possible.  We need 
access to both parts of our being, he says, but the world of the One has been 
neglected.    The  loss  of  connection,  not  only  with  nature  but  with  other 
people through community, weakens our sense of identity, and makes us 
feel anxious and vulnerable.  This anxiety is expressed in an endless search 
for  more  power  and  more  material  goods,  or  simply  leads  to  personal 
unhappiness and depression.  The damage this state of affairs is causing to 
social relations and the physical environment, is the very reason why new 
values are being called for. 
Being out of touch with the natural world makes it more difficult to 
give  due  attention  to  the  world  of  the  One.    In  this  context,  Mollison 
(1996:849) described his experience with young adults, many of them well 
educated, who expressed a deep sense of unworthiness, because they lacked   280 
the skills to provide for their most basic needs.  They had never ‘prepared 
food or gathered the material for a meal, or killed, or planted’.  They were 
utterly dependent on unknown hands for all their needs, and experienced a 
sense  of  being  ‘orphaned  from  the  real  world’.    They  would  arrive  at 
teaching centres in rural areas and beg to be taught how to plant a tree. 
As we have seen, the practice of permaculture and the quiet reflection 
it encourages can be a form of meditation.  It can help us relate better to 
other people and to the universe as a whole.  Le Shan (1974:132) said, to the 
extent this connectedness is expressed and lived, people experience a deep 
sense of being at home in the world.  They come to appreciate that, far from 
being orphans, they are children of the universe and members of the life 
cooperative.    Activities  which  ‘garden’  this  side  of  ourselves  (to  use  Le 
Shan’s  phrase)  imbue  our  lives  with  meaning,  and  provide  experiences 
which  can  be  used  to  fashion  a  new  set  of  values,  values  which  are 
compatible with the wellbeing of human life, other life forms, and the planet 
as a whole. 
When we reflect on the presence of values that are so fundamental 
that they deal with our whole orientation to reality and the meaning of our 
individual lives, we are operating at a high level of abstraction.  For these 
values, too, are products of our experiences; they are the outcome of lives 
lived in a particular way.  This is why new experiences are so important; 
they provide the wherewithal to challenge current lifestyles and everyday 
practices, and the meanings we attach to those practices.  
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Chapter 14 
New Satisfactions to Facilitate the Change Process 
So far in Part IV, we have discussed how PAWA helps members to make 
changes in their lives through a process of informal education.  We have 
seen how this operates on a personal level through community interaction 
and the provision of new ideas and new experiences.  For some people, the 
ideas and experiences espoused by PAWA are not new, but their value and 
importance are reaffirmed and reinforced by involvement in the Association.  
We have seen how these new experiences lead to new attitudes and foster 
the development of new values. And we have noted from PAWA members’ 
survey  choices  and  comments  that  these  new  values  are  essentially 
religious, in that they address the individual’s basic orientation to reality. 
This  whole  process  of  new  ideas  and  experiences  leading  to  new 
attitudes and values, then feeds back to affect how individuals interpret the 
circumstances  of  their  lives,  which  is  an  important  factor  in  promoting 
change (Wachtel, 1989:143).  It is interesting in this connection to note that 
while 55% of PAWA survey respondents reported incomes over $30,000 per 
year (which was considerably higher than for the general W.A. population), 
almost  two-thirds  of  them  also  perceived  their  financial  position  to  be 
satisfactory (see Table 14). 
 
 
   282 
 
Table 14.  Perception of Financial Position 
From a financial/material point of view, respondents were asked to rate themselves and/or 




people  Percentage 
Struggling     10     5.0 
Just keeping heads above water     66   31.0 
Comfortable   113   53.0 
Well off     23   11.0 
Total   212   100.0% 
no answer       3   
   215   
 
 
These  results  suggest  that  involvement  with  permaculture  practices  has 
some  effect  on  people’s  sense  of  how  much  is  enough.    It  is  particularly 
encouraging  since  private  conversations  with  a  number  of  respondents 
revealed  that  some  of  these  contented  people  had  quite  limited  incomes.  
This was a contrast with my preliminary survey of non-permaculture, high 
income people in my own locality which showed that most of them did not 
perceive themselves to be well-off. 
Appropriate values were also displayed in response to a statement in a 
question  about  values  and  attitudes  in  which  respondents  were  asked  to 
rate their level of agreement with a series of statements.  Seventy-two per 
cent of respondents agreed with the statement: I don’t need a lot of money to 
live well (23% agreeing strongly), 21% were neutral about the statement and 
7%  disagreed.    While  it  is  certainly  true  that  individuals  may  have  had 
different ideas about what having a lot of money meant, their agreement 
with  the  statement  indicates  values  which  run  counter  to  the  dominant 
values in our society.   283 
The  new  experiences  described  earlier  involving  regular  encounters 
with nature and personal interactions with other people could be expected to 
result  in  new  satisfactions.    As  these  experiences  are  part  and  parcel  of 
PAWA membership, I was keen to determine whether this had occurred and 
how these satisfactions compared with satisfactions in other areas of life.  
The survey was used to gain some indication of members’ satisfaction with 
the various aspects of life. 
 
The question seeking information about this used six different aspects 
of life to gauge general levels of satisfaction in the present, while another 
question  probed  levels  of  satisfaction  before  PAWA  membership.    The 
aspects of life featured were those which most people have experience of, 
such as work time (i.e. income earning activities), maintenance of household 
activities  (washing,  cleaning,  cooking,  home  maintenance),  family  time 
(children, household members, relatives), and recreation/hobbies, plus two 
more which were specifically related to PAWA membership.  These aspects 
were: working with or appreciating earth/plants/animals, and sharing with 
others what you and they have experienced/learnt/practiced.  For each of 
the categories listed, a set of five possible responses was given which ranged 
from very satisfying to not very satisfying.  Respondents were asked to circle 
the number which most closely represented their general feeling about that 
aspect of life.  The results are shown below.  Each aspect of life is presented 
separately  showing  satisfaction  with  life  both  before  and  after  PAWA   284 
membership and includes a probability score.  This was determined in the 
following way. 
As  the  data  were  ranked  (ordinal)  and  existed  in  pairs  (each 
respondent  answered  the  question  in  relation  to  before  and  after  joining 
PAWA),  a  Wilcoxon  paired  test  for  non-parametric  data  was  used  (Zar, 
1974:124).  This is the equivalent of a paired t-test when quantitative (ratio 
scale) data are available.  The respondents’ latter choices were subtracted 
from  their  former  choices  to  get  a  net  rank  whose  sign  was  noted.    The 
numbers of tied ranks were counted and grouped for further analysis.   
 
Since there were > 100 pairs and there were many tied ranks and zero 
differences,  a  normal  approximation  of  this  test,  as  devised  by  Cureton 
(1967, cited by Zar, 1974), was used.  The critical Z score was obtained from 
the Student’s t-test table for t∞ .  The probability value for each set of results 
is presented in the discussion following the tables and figures. 
 
Table 15.  Work Time before PAWA 
 





very satisfying     16       8.0   
satisfying     77     39.0     47.0 
taken for granted     44     22.0     22.0 
not satisfying     34     17.0   
not at all satisfying     25     13.0     30.0 
Total   196       99.0%   
no answer     19     
  215     
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Table 16.  Work Time in the present 
 
 





very satisfying     34     17.0   
satisfying     88     44.0     61.0 
taken for granted     34     17.0     17.0 
not satisfying     34     17.0    
not at all satisfying     11       5.0     22.0 
Total  201    100.0%   
no answer     14     
   215     
 
 
As  this  question  sought  information  about  the  level  of  satisfaction  with 
income-earning  activities,  those  who  were  not  in  the  work  force  (retired, 
home duties, unemployed) were in something of a dilemma about how to 
answer it.  This resulted in a lower than usual number of people responding 
to the question about this aspect of life.  Some people noted, along with their 
choice, that the difference between before and after response related to the 
effect of a change in employment.  Despite this, we find a much higher level 
of satisfaction with work following PAWA membership.  Sixty-one percent 
report present satisfaction with work time compared to 47% before PAWA 
membership.    In  addition,  these  positive  results  were  accompanied  by  a 
decline in the number of those for whom work was simply something that 
had to be done, that is, ‘taken for granted’.  Results of the Wilcoxon paired 
sample test were z = 3.257, P = 0.001-0.002 (Z0.001 = 3.291, Z0.002 = 3.090).  
This shows a very significant difference between the two sets of data. 
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Table 17.  Maintenance of Household before PAWA 
 
 





very satisfying       4       2.0   
satisfying     58     28.0     30.0 
taken for granted     89     43.0     43.0 
not satisfying     43     21.0      
not at all satisfying     12       6.0     27.0 
Total  206    100.0%   
no answer       9     
   215     
 
 
Table 18.  Maintenance of Household in the present 
 
 





very satisfying       3       1.0   
satisfying     83     39.0     40.0 
taken for granted     75     36.0     36.0 
not satisfying     41     19.0   
not at all satisfying       9       4.0     23.0 
Total  211       99.0%   
no answer       4     
   215     
  
 
Tables 17 and 18 show that in general, PAWA members, like many other 
people, do not enjoy tasks which involve household maintenance.  Only 40% 
found this a satisfying part of their lives, but even fewer - 30% - found this 
satisfying  before  PAWA  membership.    Results  of  the  Wilcoxon  paired 
sample test were Z = 3.644, P < 0.001 (Z0.001 = 3.291), which shows a highly 
significant difference in the before and after scores. 
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Table 19.  'Family' Time before PAWA 
 
 





very satisfying     44     22.0   
satisfying    104     51.0     73.0 
taken for granted     32     16.0     16.0 
not satisfying     20     10.0   
not at all satisfying       4       2.0     12.0 
Total   204    100.0%   
no answer     11     
   215     
 
 
Table 20.  'Family' Time in the present 
 





very satisfying     62     30.0   
satisfying   107     51.0     81.0 
taken for granted     23     11.0     11.0 
not satisfying     14       7.0   
not at all satisfying       3       1.0       8.0 
Total   209    100.0%   
no answer       6     
   215     
 
 
Family activities clearly bring PAWA members a great deal of satisfaction, 
with  81%  of  respondents  finding  this  aspect  of  life  satisfying.  Here  too, 
PAWA membership had the effect of enhancing satisfactions, with a smaller 
percentage reporting satisfying family time before joining the Association.  
Results of the Wilcoxon paired sample test were Z = 5.773, P < 0.001 (Z0.001 
=  3.291),  which  indicates  a  highly  significant  difference  between  the  two 
sets of data.   288 
 
Table 21.  Recreation/Hobbies before PAWA 
 





very satisfying     38     18.0   
satisfying   104     50.0     68.0 
taken for granted     24     12.0     12.0 
not satisfying     32     15.0   
not at all satisfying       9       4.0     19.0 
Total   207      99.0%   
no answer       8     
   215     
 
Table 22.  Recreation/Hobbies in the present 
 





very satisfying     59     28.0   
satisfying   108     51.0     79.0 
taken for granted     15       7.0       7.0 
not satisfying     22     10.0   
not at all satisfying       6       3.0     13.0 
Total   210      99.0%   
no answer       5     
   215     
 
This is obviously another area of life which individuals rate highly.  Over 
three-quarters  (78%)  of  respondents  found  this  satisfying,  with  slightly 
lower  percentages  before  PAWA  membership  (68%).    Interestingly,  the 
increase in satisfaction accompanied a decrease in the percentage of those 
who took their recreation for granted.  These two sets of data are also quite 
significantly different as shown by the Wilcoxon paired sample test results 
of Z = 5.084, P < 0.001 (Z0.001 = 3.291). 
All the tables just presented show a slight but consistent increase in 
satisfaction with life after PAWA membership.  Responses to the questions   289 
about the next two aspects of life suggest a reason for this.  Because of their 
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Figure 14.  Working with or appreciating 
EARTH/PLANTS/ANIMALS 
 
As we might expect, PAWA members as a group experience an extremely 
high  level  of  satisfaction  with  their  interaction  with  nature  -  93%  found 
'working  with  or  appreciating  earth/plants/animals'  satisfying  (54%  very 
satisfying).  An appreciably smaller percentage reported satisfaction with 
this area of life before PAWA membership (69%).  Results of the Wilcoxon 
paired sample test were Z = 9.013, P < < 0.001 (Z0.001 = 3.291), which shows 
that this difference could not have occurred by chance.   290 
Sharing  with  others  what  you  and  they  have
EXPERIENCED/LEARNT/PRACTICED





















Figure 15.  Sharing with others what you and they have  
    EXPERIENCED/LEARNT/PRACTICED. 
 
PAWA members obviously enjoy sharing their love of nature with others - 
85% reported satisfaction with this aspect of their lives (30% found it very 
satisfying).  Significantly fewer people enjoyed sharing with others before 
PAWA  membership  -  61%  reported  finding  it  satisfying  with  quite  high 
numbers taking it 'for granted' or not finding it satisfying.  Results of the 
Wilcoxon paired sample test were Z = 8.011, P < < 0.001 (Z0.001 = 3.291), 
which  shows  a  highly  significant  difference  in  the  before  and  after 
experiences of PAWA members as a group.   
It is apparent that PAWA membership provides an important avenue 
for  learning  to  enjoy  nature  and  for  sharing  this  learning  with  others.  
Moreover, high levels of satisfaction with these areas of life appear to have a 
'halo effect’, in that the ‘glow’ from this satisfaction radiates into other areas 
of life.  From responses given, it would appear that all areas of life were   291 
enhanced  after  PAWA  membership,  although  the  extent  to  which  this 
occurred, varied. 
Given the similarities between PAWA members and other people in the 
population, we might expect similar responses to analogous situations.  The 
important  thing  for  the  development  of  a  sustainable  society  is  that 
experiences which are found deeply satisfying are likely to be repeated.  And 
the  likelihood  of  this  occurring  is  increased  when  there  are  social 
mechanisms which encourage different behaviour.  
In the meantime, if we examine the various aspects of life separately, 
we will find that family life, paid work, house work (home maintenance), 
and recreation each have implications for the development of a sustainable 
society.  In the next chapter I wish to discuss these implications in more 
detail  in  terms  of  permaculture  practice  and  the  ideas  of  concerned 
environmentalists. 
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Chapter 15 
Transforming Existing Satisfactions  
in the Interests of Sustainability 
In their responses to questions about satisfactions with different aspects of 
life,  PAWA  members  have  provided  some  useful  guidelines  about  the 
promotion of sustainable practices.  To begin with, it would be reasonable to 
assume that people are more likely to support changes in lifestyle if they 
can see the connection with existing satisfactions.  At the same time, the 
emphasis on enhancing satisfactions should highlight quality of life issues 
and help to allay lingering fears that living sustainably will lead to a lower 
standard of living and an inferior existence.80  The importance of personal 
experiences with nature and natural processes has already been discussed 
in some detail, so this section will concentrate on other aspects of life.  Let 
us begin by looking at family life and its relationship to community and 
equity. 
Family and Community Life in a Sustainable Society 
The  survey  showed  how  important  family  life  was  to  the  happiness  of 
PAWA  members;  81%  of  them  found  family  life  satisfying.    Other  social 
research too, has shown that Australians generally place high value on the 
                                                 
80 In his book, The Green Economy, Michael Jacobs defines standard of living as equivalent 
to disposable income (taking inflation into account) plus quality of life.  The quality of life 
refers  to  the  total  of  things  consumed  collectively  such a s  e d u c a t i o n ,  h e a l t h ,  s a n i t a t i o n  
services and so on, as well as more intangible qualities like clean air, residential amenity, 
personal security through low crime rates and a sense of community, which have a big 
impact  on  our  sense  of  well-being.    Jacobs  emphasises  that  the  standard  of  living  is  a 
subjective notion and depends on how people feel about themselves (1991:244). 
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idea  of  family  life  and  this  is  so  regardless  of  the  reality  of  individual 
families (Mackay, 1993:61).   
Satisfaction  with  family  life  for  PAWA  members  increased  slightly 
after  membership,  and  this  may  have  been  related  to  the  experience  of 
community in the Association as well as involvement with nature.  In the 
section about community, I argued that community life had a positive effect 
on  intimate  relationships  and  suggested  that  this  effect  was  due  to  the 
availability  of  alternative  avenues  for  individuals  to  satisfy  social  and 
emotional  needs.    It  appears  that  a  range  of  regular  social  contacts  of 
varying intensity outside the family safeguards personal relationships from 
excessive demands. 
In fact, we could describe community as the environment of the family, 
in  the  same  way  that  habitat  is  the  environment  of  the  various  natural 
species.  Inexplicably, governments have often sought to protect endangered 
species and strengthen families without policies to protect the habitat of 
either.    The  two  are  closely  linked.    The  protection  of  the  natural 
environment is dependent on the existence of robust human communities 
and healthy families, because, as Bennett (1993:190) says, ‘in the long run 
sustainability means social continuity’.  The production of goods and the 
conserving  of  resources  ‘requires  the  persistent  functioning  of  a  social 
group’, but this requirement is often overlooked in the environment debate.  
A concern for the earth, then, implies a concern for the people who inhabit it 
and a concern for the things they hold dear.  It also implies a concern for   294 
fairness – for a measure of social equity – among the members of the social 
group who inhabit a particular piece of land.  
Equity, as it is used here, refers to the similarity of people’s access to 
socio-political rights, social services, food, and other material and cultural 
resources  (Ehrlich,  Ehrlich  &  Daily,  1995:6).    In  this  context, 
environmentalists refer especially to the need for intra-generational equity 
and inter-generational equity, in terms of the distribution of goods between 
members of one generation within society and between these people and 
future generations.   
The issue is of particular importance because if human populations are 
successfully to curb the rate of environmental degradation, economic growth 
which exploits new resources will need to be curtailed and this will decrease 
the amount of goods available for human consumption.  It will also increase 
social fragmentation unless steps are taken to protect those who are least 
able  to  protect  themselves.    As  Ivan  Illich  (1973:  47)  has  pointed  out, 
without integrated policies, making anti-pollution devices compulsory would 
indeed  have  the  effect  of  conserving  some  fresh  air  for  all,  because  the 
higher  unit  cost  of  the  product  would  mean  fewer  people  could  afford  to 
drive  cars  or  sleep  in  air-conditioned  homes  or  fly  to  fishing  grounds  on 
weekends, but policies like this, he warns, would merely replace damage to 
the physical environment with further social damage.  
At present, affluence, and the dream of affluence, has allowed western 
societies  to  mask  inequalities.    In  fact,  as  Young  (1991:20,106),  Trainer 
(1985),  Pausacker  &  Andrews  (1981:118),  and  Pawley  (1973:179),  among   295 
others note, as things stand, affluence is vital to ensure a measure of social 
harmony in our societies.  So when we are presented with environmental 
imperatives which confront us with the need to change, it is not surprising 
that many people – including our leaders – deny the evidence and attempt 
to justify the continuation of ‘business as usual’. 
However, since it is certain that ‘when the full effects of environmental 
degradation  are  experienced,  society  will  be  forced  to  accept  a  fall  in 
consumption whatever policies are adopted’, the choice of realistic ‘green’ 
practices  will  in  fact  lead  to  a  higher  standard  of  living  than  would 
otherwise be the case (Jacobs, 1991:242).  We could do far worse than work 
to strengthen the tendencies toward sharing which already exist in society.  
And this is where the family comes in. 
John Young (1991:36) points out that kinship is an important way of 
ensuring inter-generational and communal cooperation in all societies, and 
this tendency needs to be strengthened and expanded beyond the nuclear 
family to the wider family unit.  However, until there is less mobility in our 
society  and  less  pressured  paid  work  patterns,  contact  between  the 
members of extended families is likely to remain limited.  This is where 
robust local communities can make a valuable contribution by functioning 
as an alternative extended family.   
When  discussing  PAWA  members’  ideal  community  in  terms  of 
preferred ages and context, I noted that the general willingness to accept 
people of all ages and mixed backgrounds reflected appropriate values for 
sustainable communities practising inter- and intra-generational equity.  I   296 
also mentioned members’ desire to share ‘general everyday issues’, a notion 
applicable to extended family interaction, which already occurred in local 
permaculture groups.  Experience has shown that ties between people are 
reinforced when obligations are accepted and routinely discharged.  This is 
often the main difference between friendship groups and kinship groups.  
The challenge in our society is to extend concern for one’s immediate family 
to the wider kinship network and to the local community. 
Regular contact is the key to maintaining relationships, and while this 
can be difficult on a personal basis for geographically dispersed families, it 
is possible with quasi-kin in one’s own locality.  Family-type involvement 
and care already occurs through the activities of some voluntary groups and 
is successfully fostered through LETS81 transactions.  This system of local 
exchange will be discussed in detail in a later chapter. 
In  the  meantime,  if  we  really  care  about  our  children,  their  future 
well-being, and that of their children and their children’s children, we are 
obliged to be concerned about many other people in the current generation 
and we need to support policies which maximise the common good.  In fact, 
it is in our interest to ensure that intra-generational equity is public policy.  
Daly & Cobb (1989:39) explain why a concern for future generations entails 
a concern for present social justice.  They point out that our great-great-
grandchild will also be the great-great-grandchild of fifteen other people in 
the current generation, many of whom will be unknown to us.  Because of 
this, it is not possible to ensure the well-being of our particular descendent 
                                                 
81 Local Exchange Trading System. 
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without  also  ensuring  the  well-being  of  the  child’s  fifteen  other  co-
progenitors in the current generation.  Therefore, they say, any provision 
for the welfare of our descendants must inevitably be in the nature of a 



























Figure 16.  Inter-generational Equity entails Intra-generational 
Equity. 
 
Diagram showing the links between me and my descendent in the fifth generation and 
fifteen potential kin in my own generation.  Inspired by Daly & Cobb’s discussion on the 
topic (1989: 39). 
 
Acting  in  terms  of  five  generations  would  represent  a  considerable 
increase on the present time horizon of two or three generations, but it is 
far  less  than  the  countless  generations  spawned  by  a  common  ancestor 
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which  native  people  brought  to  mind  during  tribal  considerations.82  
However, we urgently need to cultivate thinking in the longer term and an 
emphasis  on  a  highly  valued  tangible  unit  such  as  the  family,  gives  us 
somewhere to start.  Extending the number of people who are included in 
‘family’ concerns should have the effect of increasing social justice in the 
present.    It  would  also  foster  inter-generational  equity  by  ‘enlarging  the 
shadow of the future’.  That is, it would limit the size of the discount factor83 
which economics makes in relation to the future when decisions are being 
made about the costs and benefits of resource use (Bellett, 1990:35). 
 
Given  our  generally  small  families  and  the  fact  that  a  sustainable 
society implies a reduction in population with a concomitant decrease in the 
number of members in extended families, we need to foster alternative ways 
of connecting with others.  This is another reason why local communities 
are  important.    They  need  to  be  local  to  allow  the  sharing  of  general 
everyday issues and even domestic concerns.  And they need to be local to 
                                                 
82 In their book, Wisdom of the Elders, Peter Knudtson and David Suzuki (1992) present a 
range of vignettes showing how the various native peoples recognised kinship ties with 
animals, birds and plants in their environment as well as a long line of human descendants 
through  a  shared  ancestor  in  the  distant  past.    In  addition,  for  many  groups,  the 
recognition of special relationships with particular species in their locality entailed lifelong 
reciprocal obligations.  
 
83 In economics, discounting refers to ‘the procedure that values future costs and benefits.  
As it is usually assumed that individuals and society prefer a unit of consumption in the 
present, rather than in the future, a benefit or cost in the present is of greater value than if 
it occurs at a later date.  From the viewpoint of the present, it is necessary to adjust, i.e. 
discount, future costs and benefits; the adjustment depending on when they occur’.  Money 
is the common measure used to value these costs and benefits.  ‘The choice of discount rate 
can make a large difference to net present values and the rate of investment projects’, 
which  means  enterprises  offering  the  possibility  of  large  gains  in  the  short-term  may 
proceed on the basis of economic calculations regardless of the long-term consequences, 
which is why we need to work to ‘enlarge the shadow of the future’.  (Fontana Dictionary of 
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facilitate  community  interaction  and  to  reduce  energy  consumed  in 
transport in doing this.   
The need for more sustainable human settlements that ‘allow people to 
live healthy, fulfilled lives in harmony with the environment’, prompted the 
formation of the Global Eco-Village Network (GEN) in 1994.  The purpose of 
GEN is to promote the establishment of ecological human settlements and 
to link eco-villages around the world (GEN, 1997, video). 
 
As we work to establish new systems of mutual obligation, affluence is 
likely to become less important at the same time as it becomes less possible.  
People  may  gradually  learn  to  recognise  themselves  as  members  of 
communities  first  before  allowing  themselves  to  be  identified  only  as 
potential customers of the various shopping complexes.  This would be an 
important  advance  toward  a  sustainable  society  because,  as  Pawley 
(1973:179) says, people in the role of consumers are not interested in a more 
equitable society.  It is in our role as citizens and members of communities 
that  we  can  be  encouraged  to  offer  each  other  mutual  support  and 
assistance to ‘live better on less’.  A feasible way of doing this on a more 
extensive  level  than  that  possible  within  a  relatively  small  organisation 
such as PAWA, will be discussed in a later chapter.  But in the meantime, 
let us look briefly at the effects our current patterns of time-use have on the 
way we live. 
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Time in a Sustainable Society 
One  of  the  major  factors  hindering  an  easy  transition  to  a  sustainable 
society is the way we have allowed ourselves to become dominated by linear 
and clock time.  Almost everyone you meet feels pressured by having too 
much  to  do  in  insufficient  time.    Shortage  of  time  makes  it  difficult  to 
seriously question our current lifestyle; it limits our ability to entertain new 
ideas, and it restricts our opportunities for new experiences.  Above all, it 
keeps us focussed on our specialised occupational and personal interests, 
and justifies the neglect of local connections and common concerns.  Illich 
(1973:80) says our shortage of time is due to our tendency to over-commit 
the future.  If we commit ourselves to thirty hours a day instead of twenty-
four, we are bound to feel constantly conscious of the scarcity of time.  Since 
so much of so many people’s time is spent in the paid work force, a return to 
the eight-hour day might permit a more relaxed attitude to life and allow 
people more time for social and communal activities (Cox, 1995:79). 
PAWA members are not significantly different from other members of 
society in the way they experience time.  Although most of them managed to 
find some time for permaculture activities, when they were asked why they 
did not have more permaculture items in their lives, the reason selected by 
one-third  was  not  enough  time.    A  further  twenty-five  per  cent  of 
respondents selected would need help from others outside the household, or 
gave the reason as not enough information/skills, confidence, both of which 
could be related to insufficient time, either one’s own or other people’s time.  
See Table 27 at Appendix 5, page 416 for more details about this question.   301 
As you might expect, time-use was related to daily activities.  A survey 
question  seeking  information  about  this  aspect  of  members’  lives,  asked 
respondents to indicate their major activities, and to rank them in order of 
time  spent.    Almost  two-thirds  of  respondents  (65%)  considered  their 
primary activity to be paid or income-producing work, with over one-third of 
them coupling it with other important activities in terms of time spent.  The 
most  common  complementary  activities  listed  were  home  duties  and 
studying.   
One-quarter  of  respondents  listed  home  duties  as  their  major  or 
primary activity.  However, more than half of them managed to combine 
this task with other important activities.  The biggest proportion listed paid 
work as their secondary activity, followed by voluntary work and studying.  
Only 8% selected other choices for their major activity – 4% were primarily 
students, 2% were seeking work or engaged in skills training and 2% were 
active  in  voluntary  work  and  these  people  combined  their  major  activity 
with  important  secondary  activities  such  as  paid  work  and  home  duties.  
See Table 28 at Appendix 5, page 417 for more details. 
The patterns of time use indicated by PAWA members do not appear to 
be very different from those found in society generally.  PAWA members are 
also  busy  people  and  yet  they  have  found  it  important  to  establish  a 
personal  link  with  natural  processes  and  in  so  doing  to  contribute  to  a 
modification of social patterns.  This finding suggests that behaviours which 
lead  to  a  sustainable  society  are  not  necessarily  dependent  on  the 
availability  of  time,  as  such.    However,  it  seems  that  the  more  time-  302 
pressured  people  are,  the  more  automatic  and  unreflective  their  conduct 
becomes.  At present, the radical monopoly84 that paid work has over life 
limits the ability of all of us to modify the way we live.   
The problem is, Illich (1973:55) says, a monopoly of this sort not only 
freezes  the  shape  of  the  physical  world,  it  also  freezes  the  range  of 
behaviour and imagination within a population.  I recall a conversation with 
a neighbour in which I expressed my concern that the four motor vehicles 
possessed by our family of four did nothing to help the environment.  His 
situation was similar and he looked nonplussed.  “But what can you do”, he 
said, “when everyone has to go in different directions”? 
The practical creativity which permaculture encourages can be quite 
effective  in  thawing  the  imagination  because  it  puts  the  emphasis  on 
function  and  fosters  a  problem-solving  approach.    As  Mollison  (1991:30) 
says, ‘every resource is either an advantage or a disadvantage, depending 
on  the  use  made  of  it’.    Disadvantages  can  either  be  seen  as  ‘problems’ 
which require expensive solutions or as positive resources.  For example, a 
persistent wind coming off the ocean in the direction of growing crops could 
be a disadvantage, but it could also become a resource to power a wind-
generator,  while  the  crops  were  protected  with  shelter-belts.    Under  the 
influence  of  ideas  like  this,  new  PAWA  members  soon  ‘catch’  positive 
                                                 
84 Ivan Illich uses the term ‘radical monopoly’ to refer to the situation which occurs when 
an  industrial  process  exercises  exclusive  control  over  the  satisfaction  of  a  fundamental 
human  need  and  excludes  non-industrial  activities  from  competition.    He  was  thinking 
especially of transport, health and education needs, but the monopoly paid work has in our 
society is even more radical (i.e. fundamental), since it is virtually impossible to survive 
without work or state income support.  Even limited self-sufficiency helps to break down 
this monopoly and frees the imagination to seek other solutions to human needs (1973:52). 
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attitudes when they participate in Association activities.  ‘See the solution, 
not  the  problem’,  is  a  permaculture  catch-cry  which  some  members  find 
particularly helpful.85  
Practical Creativity 
Permaculture design courses specifically encourage students to be creative 
and to use the resources that are available.  This inventiveness can result in 
some novel creations, such as the transformation of an old rowing boat into 
a garden pond or an old bed-frame into a garden divider, windbreak and 
trellis.  Students are informed that useable materials can often be found 
among  items  that  would  normally  be  sent  to  the  rubbish  dump.    For 
example, lawn clippings make excellent green manure and old newspapers 
are  invaluable  for  covering  hard,  dry  surfaces  or  land  with  unwanted 
vegetation. 
Other sources of green manure utilised to enrich the soil, can be found 
at the back of large vegetable concerns, experienced permaculturists have 
discovered.  Ask for ‘rabbit food’, our design course teacher advised.  And 
the ubiquitous polystyrene trays of modern vegetable marketing can double 
as seed trays, while the large plastic bags in which dresses are delivered to 
boutiques can be fashioned into small glass houses.  This practical creativity 
is  strangely  contagious  –  when  visiting  a  local  recycling  depot  I  was 
surprised  to  find  myself  envisaging  myriad  uses  for  the  various  items 
cluttering  the  yard.    Many  long-term  permaculturists  become  quite 
                                                 
85 For example, a recent article in the PAWA newsletter by Dora Byrne concerning weeds 
in the garden, was titled, ‘See the Solution, not the Problem’, Permaculture West, (1997) 
Vol. 19, No. 5, p. 24.   304 
possessive  of  items  collected  and  stored  for  possible  future  use,  and  one 
PAWA  identity  was  heard  warning  visitors  to  keep  their  hands  off  his 
rubbish!  
The following account from a women who created her garden out of 
‘anything found lying around’ is not atypical of the permaculture philosophy 
in action.  The writer described how a strawberry wall was built with a 
stack of empty three-litre drink cans, some bricks and lots of compost and 
then  encased  in  wire  netting  to  protect  the  strawberries  from  birds  and 
lizards.  Old tyres were used for vegetable beds and tagasaste86 stems and 
discarded  wire  together  made  an  effective  trellis.    The  writer  enthused 
about the beauty in her garden and the ‘buzz’ she had experienced from 
creating it (McDonald, 1996:19). 
Another  PAWA  member  who  described  himself  as  a  ‘self-confessed 
scavenger’ told how he had done the initial mulching of a 1275 square metre 
block at no cost through hunting around his local neighbourhood for useful 
waste  materials  (Creemers,  1994:20),  and  the  owner  of  a  permaculture 
nursery  similarly  reported  the  thrill  she  obtained  through  re-fitting  the 
shop wall with demolition timbers covered with old hessian and finished 
with lime.  She also found that a sand bag wall not only used up an excess 
of bags and sand, but also effectively insulated a teaching room from traffic 
noise (Byrne, 1996:22). 
Practical creativity is not confined to the permaculture community as 
an article in the newspaper about an elderly man, an inveterate ‘collector, 
                                                 
86 Formerly known as tree lucerne.   305 
inventor and recycler’ who created wonderful household items and toys from 
waste materials, showed, but its incidence increases through contact with 
like-minded people (de Moeller, 1995:4). 
The  authors  of  the  guide  to  achieving  financial  independence 
mentioned  earlier  describe  ‘creative  frugality’  as  the  means  by  which 
individuals  can  obtain  maximum  fulfilment  for  each  unit  of  life  energy 
spent (Dominguez & Robin, 1992:169).  Their examples, ‘from decades of 
experience  of  living  frugally’,  show  that  exercising  creativity  makes  it 
possible to meet personal needs in a satisfying fashion while also saving 
money. 
The  experience  of  practical  creativity  is  important  in  encouraging 
people to live differently.  In the response to a survey question which asked 
members which of a number of listed events had occurred since they joined 
PAWA,  almost  one  quarter  (23%)  admitted  to  finding  making  do  more 
satisfying than expected.  This was very likely due to imitative behaviour 
resulting  from  exposure  to  new  ideas  and  contact  with  people  who 
habitually used their creativity to solve practical problems.  The nurturing 
of  practical  creativity  is  particularly  valuable  because  of  the  carry-over 
effect  into  other  areas  of  life.    The  Crystal  Waters  permaculture  village 
mentioned earlier, was designed and implemented with ‘the belief that the 
solution  to  unemployment  was  self-employment’.    In  a  region  of  high 
unemployment, a high proportion of the potential workforce on the site is 
employed.    The  village  specialises  in  educational  tourism  and  many 
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members are involved in a range of courses which are offered to the public 
(Lindegger, 1994:13). 
Outside  Crystal  Waters,  other  permaculturists  make  a  living  for 
themselves by producing and selling useful goods such as chicken tractors 
(moveable  chicken  pens)  and  solar  pumps.    Small  technology  like  this  is 
needed in industrialised societies as a counter to the social problems caused 
by unemployment.  In a foreword to a book about small technology, Vera 
Schumacher, widow of E. F. Schumacher  (author of Small is Beautiful), 
echoed Maybury-Lewis’s observation of tribal societies when she wrote, ‘you 
can  be  creative  without  being  an  artist,  but  you  can’t  be  fully  human 
without being creative’ (in McRobie, 1981:xiii). 
The experience of creativity, then, can be seen as a human need and an 
integral part of personal development.  Without it, our sense of self-reliance 
and  self-confidence  is  undermined  and  we  attempt  to  substitute  the 
satisfactions it brings with ever more consumer goods (Young, 1991:103).  
Tribal  societies,  Maybury-Lewis  (1992:163)  says,  weave  creativity  into 
everyday  life  and  their  ‘whole-life  art’  expresses  a  cosmic  confidence  in 
themselves which we have lost.  He observed how the sense of unity this 
expressed  helped  them  to  resolve  the  conflicts  and  contradictions  of  life.  
However, even the more prosaic examples of creativity in everyday life that 
I have given have the effect of making life more satisfying, while at the 
same time reducing the need for new resources. 
I now want to look a little more closely at the place of paid work in our 
society before discussing how a new social innovation initiated by PAWA for   307 
the benefit of members, could, if implemented on a wider scale, facilitate 
many of the economic changes required to advance sustainability. 
Earning a Living: Paid Work, House-Work and other Work 
In the modern world, work has come to mean something rather strange.  It 
is no longer thought of as ‘an expression of one’s nature, [or] the activity 
through which people entered the environment and the cosmos’, but mainly 
as a means of earning an income to buy the necessities of life (Hamilton, 
1994:116).  This modern conception of the meaning of work is shown by the 
language we use to describe it and the way changes reflect a move away 
from the individual as an actor in relation to work, to a consumer of work as 
a commodity.  Work has become a noun – something some people have – 
rather than a verb, which is something we all do, at least something which 
housewives and peasants say they do (Illich, 1973:89).  In fact, all forms of 
unpaid labour, even if more continuous or more demanding, is not thought 
of as work as far as economic activity is concerned.   
Economists value us positively only as workers and consumers, and 
those individuals who suffer from the inequitable distribution of work, have 
the additional pain of being seen as a burden on society.  A 1993 Lifeline 
report  highlighted  the  social  isolation  and  reduced  mental  and  physical 
health  experienced  by  the  unemployed.    Retrenched  male  workers  over 
forty-five  years  of  age  found  it  particularly  difficult  to  adjust  to  being 
unemployed,  especially  those  who  were  former  managers  and 
administrators.87 
                                                 
87 “Lost jobs split society”, The West Australian (1993), June 21, p 11.   308 
Social  researcher,  Hugh  Mackay  (1993:86),  defined  work  as 
‘occupational  therapy’  because  he  believes  the  rewards  generally  go  far 
beyond  the  pay  packet.    Mackay  says  the  workplace  offers  a  supportive 
social environment for many people in this age of redefinition, and describes 
the way it provides ‘stability, security, identity and satisfaction for people 
who  might  previously  have  expected  to  obtain  all  those  gratifications  in 
their private lives’.  He goes on to point out, however, that while work has 
become  increasingly  important  to  many  people,  it  has  also  become 
increasingly unavailable to many others.  The trouble is that work has now 
been structured in such a way that it is no longer an integral part of life.  It 
is now sharply delineated from leisure and recreation.  As Mackay says, 
‘leisure is time off, but you only have time off by contrast with time on: if 
you don’t have work, you don’t have leisure’ (1993:90). 
Clearly, there is need to restructure both the idea and the reality of 
work in a new economic paradigm.  Barbara Brandt, the author of Whole 
Life Economics, comments on the irony that so much damage to people’s 
lives, health and relationships as well as to the natural environment, was 
presently done through paid work, while unpaid volunteers did so much of 
the healing and restoring work (1995:131).   
Nevertheless, from the individual point of view, having work is usually 
better than not having work, since being employed in our society is a pre-
condition for well-being.  Indeed, for many people, the job is a major source 
of  personal  satisfaction  (Mackay  1993:86).    But  as  the  economist,  Henry 
Schapper has pointed out, for many other people, especially those in the 
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field of personal service, those doing routine work or those occupying ‘junk 
jobs’, work was a drudge and only elite professionals and monopoly unions 
with  skilled  members  automatically  found  work  busy,  enjoyable  and 
lucrative.88   So we have a situation in which everyone is obliged to have a 
job, whether or not it is satisfying or lucrative.  Schapper says the present 
division  of  labour  in  society  –  a  standard  working  week  for  most  people 
which often included overtime and a zero working week for many others – 
was quite unnecessary.  It was the result of mutual arrangements between 
governments,  trade  unions  and  employers,  which  had  become 
institutionalised.   
A  situation  of  full  employment  could  also  be  an  institutional 
arrangement, he argued.89  Schapper went on to discuss ways in which the 
economy  could  be  managed  to  limit  unemployment  and  ensure  that 
everyone had the opportunity to contribute to society.  He suggested that 
one way to create full employment would be for us to adapt an arrangement 
common in Japan.  In this situation, workers and managers negotiated a 
minimum living wage to be paid monthly, and a residual bonus, which often 
equalled the total minimum, to be paid at the beginning of the following 
year.  This arrangement meant that fluctuations in demand and company 
productivity were reflected in wages, not in fewer or more jobs.90 
                                                 
88 ‘Share work among all’, Letters to the Editor, The West Australian (1992), June 25, p 13. 
 
89 ‘A way to escape the dole queue’, The West Australian (1992), August 6, p 11. 
 
 
90 ‘Japan may hold key to job creation’, The West Australian (1992), August 6, p 11.   310 
Suggestions  like  these  attempt  to  modify  existing  economic 
arrangements; other analysts go beyond this and question the very basis of 
our  present  economic  structures.    Trainer  (1998),  for  example,  argues 
persuasively that we will never solve the environmental problem unless we 
make radical changes to our economic system as well as in the way we live.  
It seems that however we may choose to advance sustainablility, economic 
factors must be seen as integral to any successful strategy. PART V  
COMMUNITY AND THE CHANGE PROCESS:  
THE NEED FOR NEW ECONOMIC INSTITUTIONS 
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Chapter 16 
Economic Innovations and Social Values 
So  far  in  this  study  I  have  discussed  how  PAWA  members  educate 
themselves in appropriate new/old ways of thinking and behaving, and how 
the organisation supports their efforts to give practical expression to their 
ecological values.  In doing this, PAWA makes an important contribution to 
the  sustainablility  project,  since  it  has  been  suggested  that 
environmentally-responsible  behaviours  can  begin  in  small  groups  and 
spread  by  an  evolutionary  process  throughout  society  (Bellett,  1990:41).  
Nevertheless,  it  is  often  as  difficult  for  PAWA  members  to  reduce  their 
impact on the environment as it is for other citizens, and some of them look 
to the future when they are retired for the opportunity to live as they would 
like to.  While only 9% have plans for what is considered the permaculture 
ideal – a relatively self-sufficient lifestyle on a small country property – a 
much bigger proportion believe that “permaculture skills will help provide 
for my retirement”.  Eighty-four per cent of respondents agreed with this 
statement  in  a  question  about  values  and  attitudes.    See  Table  (29)  at 
Appendix 6, page 419 for more details. 
Overall, the responses to the question about future plans, including 
clarifying  comments  on  the  survey  forms,  showed  that  half  of  all  PAWA 
members  wanted  to  develop  a  sustainable  way  of  living,  but  they  had 
differing  ideas  about  what  this  would  entail.    Altogether  21%  (46 
respondents) saw their future in the country, either on a small property, 
running  a  permaculture  commercial  enterprise,  or  promoting  the   313 
permaculture  lifestyle.    See  Table  (4)  at  Appendix  3,  page  405  for  more 
details about future plans.   
While  the  choices  presented  for  future  plans  were  not  mutually 
exclusive,  the  responses  to  the  question,  and  my  observations  of  the 
lifestyles  of  members,  suggest  that  where  everyday  living  is  concerned, 
proclivity alone is not enough – appropriate social policies are also required 
to  support  sustainable  behaviour.    Economic  factors  are  particularly 
relevant, as shown by responses to another survey question.  This question 
asked whether membership in PAWA had made a difference to the capacity 
of the individual to manage financially.  Table 23 displays the results. 
Table 23.  The effect of PAWA membership on capacity to manage 
financially. 
 
Effect on financial capacity  Number of 
people 
Percentage 
No difference     147     69.0 
A slight improvement       42     20.0 
A great improvement       13       6.0 
‘Other’       12       6.0 
Total     214     101.0% 
no answer         1   
     215   
 
‘Other’ includes those who felt it was too early to say, or indicated that they were setting 
themselves up on permaculture principles and were expecting a great improvement in the 
future. 
The  fact  that  permaculture  values  and  skills  have  made  little 
difference for most people in their capacity to manage their financial affairs, 
is  not  surprising  given  the  radical  monopoly  existing  in  our  society.  
Irrespective of personal values, the values embodied in a social structure 
are  likely  to  exert  a  strong  influence  over  the  way  citizens  are  able  to 
conduct their lives.  When public life is dominated by the economic values of   314 
growth  and  consumption,  and  all  other  civic  values  are  seen  to  be 
subordinate, and when formerly domestic concerns are increasingly drawn 
into the market place, there is little room left for the private expression of 
sustainable practices.  
Indeed, as I have worked on this study over the years, I have become 
convinced of the necessity for new economic processes to make it possible for 
people to live satisfying lives in ways which do not necessitate the over-use 
and  mis-use  of  natural  resources.    Such  economic  processes  would  be 
recognised as part of the Great Economy which ‘sustains the total web of life 
and everything that depends on the land’ (Wendell Berry, quoted by Daly & 
Cobb, 1989:18), and would not continually exhort us to consume things we 
neither want nor need, merely because to do so will allow other people to be 
employed and consume in a similar way. 
To  emphasise  the  institutional  dimension  of  creating  a  sustainable 
society is not to deny the importance of contributions such as PAWA’s in 
disseminating  new  ideas  and  new  values,  and  reinforcing  them  through 
interactions within the permaculture community.  Indeed, environmental 
writers continually emphasise the need for a widespread change in values to 
make it possible for appropriate measures to be introduced.  And PAWA 
members  themselves  strongly  believe  that  anyone  and  everyone  could 
involve themselves in permaculture activities, which, you will remember, 
are quite effective in changing attitudes and values.  Members’ views were 
indicated in a survey result where 88% disagreed with a statement which 
said: “only retired people and others with plenty of time on their hands can   315 
indulge  themselves  in  permaculture  activities”.    However,  they  were  less 
convinced  that  it  was  realistic  to  expect  everyone  to  want  to  do  so,  and 
respondents were divided about the statement: “it is unrealistic to expect 
most people to be attracted to the Permaculture lifestyle”; nearly one-quarter 
(23%) were neutral about it and the remainder were split between those 
who  felt  it  was  reasonable  to  expect  others  to  be  attracted  to  the 
permaculture  lifestyle  (41%)  and  those  who  felt  it  was  not  (36%).    See 
Appendix 6, Tables (30) & (31) page 419 for more details. 
Overall, it is clear that PAWA members do not see permaculture as an 
esoteric  practice.    According  to  their  experience,  almost  everyone  could 
improve the soil on their property with mulch and worms, everyone could 
use water more sparingly and productively, everyone could be a producer to 
a  limited  degree  with  minimal  effort  if,  for  example,  they  planted  fruit 
and/or nut trees, and finally, everyone could reduce their use of resources, 
and  re-use  and  recycle  as  much  as  possible,  particularly  organic  wastes.  
Many people, too, could keep poultry for their eggs, garden pest control and 
waste consumption, and many people could involve themselves with others 
in the exchange of mutually beneficial goods and services. 
The large and dispersed membership of PAWA and the similarity of 
members  to  the  wider  population,  has  had  the  effect  of  exposing  a 
considerable proportion of Western Australians to the permaculture way of 
doing things.  The new ideas and values of permaculture have affected the 
private  gardening  practices  of  many  people.    At  a  neighbourhood  level,   316 
community gardens provide a ‘bottom up’ means of caring for and enjoying 
local  common  space  while,  at  a  regional  level,  eco-villages  represent 
exemplary ways of organising human settlements.  All these activities and 
projects help to create a receptive social climate in which ecological values 
are recognised as important.   
In  addition,  the  prevalence  of  permaculture  activities  makes  for  a 
richer and less materialistic society, and could ensure a more comfortable 
and  interesting  retirement  for  many  people.    But  there  are  some 
requirements – time must be available to hunt up discarded materials for 
garden beds, and finance must be available to cover the cost of materials not 
obtainable by scrounging or through exchange.  Would-be permaculturists 
may  well  find  themselves  competing  with  the  more  pressing  demands  of 
family and workplace for time and money for favoured pursuits.  It seems to 
me that the new ideas of permaculture need to be more closely related to 
the business of earning a living.  This connection is possible if the individual 
is a resident of an eco-village or the member of an active geographically-
defined local group, but less easy in a typical suburban location. 
Much of the difficulty of linking gainful work with the rest of life is due 
to lack of social and organisational mechanisms to facilitate it such as local 
trading networks.  In the current situation, new economic practices have 
the potential to bring about quite extensive changes in society.  The effect of 
new experiences in economic affairs could be even greater than the effect of 
new experiences with nature and other people.  As people learn to enjoy and   317 
gain satisfaction from different procedures and begin to feel confident about 
new  ways  of  meeting  their  needs,  these  new  practices  could  eventually 
become institutionalised. 
Changing Social Institutions 
Regarding  institutionalisation,  anthropologist,  John  Bennett  (1993:83), 
notes that all modern uses of the environment are mediated by institutions.  
He believes that any attempt to address environmental problems will need 
to deal with this aspect of social structure.  The term institution ‘is widely 
used  to  describe  social  practices  that  are  regularly  and  continuously 
repeated, are sanctioned and maintained by social norms, and have a major 
significance  in  the  social  structure’  (Penguin  Dictionary  of  Sociology, 
1988:124).  In complex societies such as ours, institutions tend to fulfil a 
specialised  function,  as  for  example,  economic  institutions,  political 
institutions and family institutions, in contrast to tribal societies which are 
characterised  by  institutional  integration  (A  Modern  Dictionary  of 
Sociology, 1969:208). 
Modern  institutions  such  as  banks  and  government  agencies  are 
established for the promotion of particular purposes.  They are generally 
housed  in  special  buildings  and  their  employees  follow  routinised 
procedures.    The  institution  of  the  civil  service  affords  a  degree  of 
administrative continuity to counteract the disruption caused by periodic 
changes  in  government  personnel,  but  limited  autonomy  means  that 
environmental management is less than ideal.  The problem is that dealing   318 
with the loss of biological diversity or climate change requires policies which 
take account of large spatial scales and long time frames, and these are very 
different from the short time frames which politicians must act on to ensure 
re-election (Watson, 1999:10). 
For  this  reason,  public  servants  in  their  institutionalised  role  of 
managers of public affairs, could provide an important continuity of purpose 
in the area of long-term environment care.  John Raven (1995) argues that 
public servants could be much more effective if their role of management 
was appreciated as a productive activity and if their working environment 
was completely reorganised to promote a ‘pervasive culture of innovation’.  
As he saw it, this would require a new interface between public servants 
and the public that would effectively entail new forms of democracy. 
In the meantime, in a more general sense, institutions are significant 
for  social  systems  because  they  make  social  behaviour  predictable  by 
defining the behaviour that is expected in particular roles, and because they 
free members of society from the onerous task of deciding how to behave in 
each  social  situation.    By  the  same  token,  as  social  behaviour  becomes 
increasingly  automatic  in  recurrent  situations,  personal  awareness 
diminishes and the ability to modify our behaviour decreases accordingly.  
Problems  arise  when  routinised  behaviours  that  are  widely  practised, 
become dysfunctional for the society or the environment, or both. 
While institutions are sometimes seen as stable entities which cannot 
be  altered,  recent  history  has  shown  that  changes  in  social  practice  can 
modify existing institutions, which has happened with the institution of the   319 
family.  As we have seen, new ideas and new experiences predispose people 
to new social practices.  At first these new practices are confined to small 
groups and involve limited numbers, but gradually they spread throughout 
society.    When  enough  people  are  practising  environmentally-responsible 
behaviours and enough other people are sympathetic to the cause, it could 
be  only  a  matter  of  time,  hundredth-monkey  style,  before  the  new 
behaviours  become  the  norm,  i.e.  before  the  new  behaviours  become 
sufficiently regular and continuous to be described as institutions. 
In this context, it is interesting to recall that one of the teachers at the 
design course I attended commented that in the future there would be no 
need to teach people the things we were learning, because everyone would 
know them, i.e. the attitudes of caring for the earth, and other people and 
the practices which accomplished this, would have become institutionalised 
(Field Notes, 1993, June 16). 
As  we  have  seen  in  earlier  chapters,  small  personal  changes  are 
eagerly embraced by those who have completed permaculture courses and 
others  who  have  been  exposed  to  the  permaculture  way  of  doing  things.  
And these new ways of operating have a marked effect on the way these 
people  think  about  the  world.    But  at  the  same  time,  they  are  often 
marginal  to  daily  life  and  expressed  in  recreational  activities,  or,  where 
more far-reaching changes are envisaged, are relegated to the freedom of 
the retirement years.  Both these responses locate the possibility of change 
outside the economic system.  What we need are new social processes which   320 
are basically economic in character but which are also radically different in 
kind from those we are familiar with. 
Social Innovations 
New  social  processes  are,  with  few  exceptions,  adaptations  of  existing 
patterns  of  interaction,  which  means  that  not  all  innovative  ideas  are 
received with equal enthusiasm by a given society.  The social psychologist, 
Albert Bandura (1986:158), in reviewing research findings in the field of 
social diffusion and innovation, remarked that, while our society generally 
welcomes innovations, the types usually developed are those which promise 
a  commercial  return.    Social  innovations  are  rarely  promoted  by  the 
authorities because the public is fearful of anything which suggests more 
social control.  As a result, governments are reluctant to subsidise social 
systems, and public transport, cooperative housing, and similar community-
oriented  arrangements  languish  as  a  result.    The  upshot  of  this  public 
perturbation, Bandura says, is that our capacity to produce harmful goods 
far outweighs our social capacity to manage them.  
The disparity in resources devoted to commercial innovation is a result 
of the widespread belief that the economy is separate from and superior to 
the rest of life, and that the business sector is the primary source of social 
wealth  and  well-being.    Social  activist,  Barbara  Brandt,  calls  this  belief 
structure ‘economism’ (1995:97).  She points out that what is thought of as 
the economy is actually only a small part of the whole economy.  Aspects of 
the  invisible  economy  include  women’s  work  in  bearing  and  raising 
children, non-monetised production and exchange in and around the home,    321 
 
family  and  community,  neighbourhood  interaction,  voluntary  work, 
and the constantly productive and self-regenerating processes of the natural 
environment (1995:99). 
 
If  we  thought  of  the  economic  system  primarily  as  part  of  the 
arrangements of society, and not an independent institution to which other 
social  concerns  must  be  subjugated,  we  would  be  in  a  better  position  to 
direct it in socially productive ways.  The prime social concern of economic 
policy should be ‘to provide the members of the relevant social group . . . 
with  access  to  a  livelihood;  to  the  material,  social,  intellectual  and  (to  a 
degree) spiritual means to a healthy, secure and stimulating life’ (Coombs, 
1990:2).    These  qualitative  products  of  the  economic  system  have 
traditionally been achieved through ‘the optimum use of scarce resources’ 
Coombs  says,  and  the  contemporary  worship  of  economic  growth,  which 
could be seen as a sophisticated version of the cargo cults of non-literate 
societies,91 is a form of economic heresy (1990:40). 
Three Different Economies 
The  goal  of  economic  growth  also  represents  a  preoccupation  with  the 
market  economy  and  a  lack  of  awareness  of  the  importance  of  other 
                                            
91 ‘These cults are marked by an overvaluation of cargo as an embodiment and symbol of 
wealth and power.  All such cults have their priests and theologians and the economist, 
with  his  glorification  of  output  and  consumption  and  the  mystic  symbols  by  which  he 
purports to measure them, has assumed their mantle.  God is goods, and the GNP the 
outward and visible sign of his glory and power’ (anthropologist, W.E.H. Stanner, quoted by 
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economic  processes  operating  in  society.    Permaculture  educator,  Russ 
Grayson  (1994:15),  argues  that  the  economic  system  actually  consists  of 
three  different  economies,  all  of  which  are  essential,  even  in  wealthy 
modern  nations.    The  dominant  economy,  and  usually  the  only  one 
recognised, is the market economy, commonly referred to as free enterprise.  
Here  the  goods  produced  by  many  small  businesses  are  determined  by 
demand, and priced according to comparative scarcity and glut.  Then there 
is the distributive economy, in which the central authority collects a portion 
of  citizens’  produce  through  taxes,  and  redistributes  this  in  the  form  of 
general  services  for  all,  and  special  services  for  selected  sections  of  the 
population.  Finally, there is the reciprocal economy, which operates within 
families,  cooperating  groups  and  neighbourhoods  where  a  semblance  of 
community still remains.  Each of these economies can be utilised in ways 
which promote both ecological and social sustainability.   
Within  the  market  economy,  sustainable  innovations  have  been 
successfully  introduced  by  some  PAWA  members,  particularly  those  who 
live in the country and earn their living from a permaculture enterprise.  
Examples are the Small Tree Farm in Balingup where over sixty species of 
trees are commercially grown which are suitable for farm sites requiring 
plants  for  salt  tolerance,  windbreaks,  agroforestry,  fodder  and  so  on;  an 
organic farm in Pinjarra which produces certified vegetables and eggs; a 
broadacre organic farm in Wickepin which produces wheat, oats and barley, 
mills organic flour for sale and produces sheep and yabbies for market; a 
country  retreat  at  Mawson  (an  old  railway  siding  between  York  and 
Quairading) which includes a craft gallery and cafe; and the Black Cockatoo   323 
hostel in Nannup which caters for those wishing to develop a sustainable 
lifestyle whilst on holiday.92 
These examples of sustainable projects in the market economy show 
that it is possible to be commercially successful as well as environmentally 
responsible.  Even more exciting are projects which link the country with 
the  city  in  producer-consumer  cooperatives  and  make  it  possible  for 
everyday food needs to be produced in a sustainable way.  Innovations such 
as the Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) project in Lismore in the 
north east of NSW, link the market economy with the distributive economy.  
In  this  project,  customers  of  Challenge  City  Farm  pay  a  monthly 
subscription  fee  for  organic  food  and  vegetables  and  various  exotics,  and 
then receive a mixed box of produce every week.  The boxes are intended to 
provide for two adults for one week and were priced at $20 per box in June 
1996.  The farm was the brainchild of the manager of a company which 
provided employment for intellectually and physically disabled people.  It 
provides  a  supportive  environment  for  the  training  and  satisfying 
employment of the disabled workers.  The farm operates in a low technology 
way and crops are picked by hand.   
The CSA approach means the farmer’s income is stable, which allows 
for appropriate environmental planning, and the earning of retail, rather 
than  wholesale  prices  for  produce,  mean  it  is  possible  for  a  small-scale 
                                            
92 More details about these Western Australian enterprises can be found in the following 
PAWA Newsletters: “Small Tree Farm” by Ross Mars in Vol. 16, No. 3, May 1994:22; “Field 
Trip to Pinjarra Organic Farm, August 21st” by Joy Cicchini in Vol. 16, No. 6, Nov. 1994:6; 
“Switching to Organic Farming” by Ross Mars in Vol. 17, No. 5, Sept. 1995:14; “All about 
Mawson” by Jenny Holmes in Vol. 17, No. 4, July 1995:16; “Eco-Stay at the Black Cockatoo 
- What is it?” by Tim Dwyer in Vol. 16, No. 5, Sept. 1994:5.    324 
diverse farm to be commercially viable which would not be the case through 
conventional marketing channels.   
 
The  CSA  approach  encourages  diversity  because  the  desire  to 
maximise profit means that farmers are keen to satisfy as many of their 
customers’ needs as possible.  As a result, farmers are always on the look 
out, permaculture-style, for extra niches, where new crops can be added.  In 
addition, because food is consumed close to where it is produced, the cost of 
transport is greatly reduced, as also is the rate of fossil fuel depletion and 
the generation of pollution (McWhirter, 1996:20-23). 
The  examples  just  given  show  that  it  is  possible  to  be  innovative, 
economically  successful,  and  environmentally  sensitive,  all  at  the  same 
time.  But perhaps the greatest challenge lies in transforming the economic 
ecology  of  our  urban  areas  where  the  majority  of  the  world’s  population 
lives.  Permaculture education makes an important contribution here, as do 
City Farms,93 community gardens, and cooperative housing estates.   
                                                                                                                                 
 
93 E a s t  P e r t h  C i t y  F a r m ,  w h i c h  o p e r a t e s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  p ermaculture  principles,  was 
established  in  1994  as  a  joint  project  between  Men  of  the  Trees  and  the  East  Perth 
Redevelopment  Authority.    Since  then,  the  formerly  degraded  inner-city  land  has  been 
transformed into thriving organic gardens and the derelict warehouses on site have become 
offices, an education centre and an artists’ studio.  East Perth City Farm has been the 
venue  for  LEAP  (Landcare  &  Environment  Action  Programme)  courses  for  unemployed 
people and work experience for others.  It functions as a resource for workshops, seminars 
and practical demonstrations. It is one of many such farms around the world which are 
part of a global movement promoting awareness of agriculture and conservation among city 
people.  See “City Farm Open Day” by Andrea Gaynor in Permaculture West, Vol. 18, No.5, 
Sept. 1996:23. 
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Cooperative Housing 
An innovative off-shoot of the eco-village movement has been the trend to 
cooperative housing (or co-housing) around the world.  Co-housing began in 
Denmark in Scandinavia in the late 1960s, and spread to North America 
twenty years later.94  This kind of housing involves a mix of private and 
common facilities.  In these projects, private dwellings are clustered around 
communal  facilities  and  common  space,  usually  some  meals  are  shared, 
collective arrangements are made for child care and laundry facilities are 
often  commonly  owned  (Lloyd,  1994/5:24).    While  cooperative  housing 
projects  do  not  necessarily  set  out  to  reduce  human  impact  on  the 
environment,  the  very  fact  of  pooling  some  resources  tends  to  have  this 
effect.  In addition, these developments promote community and facilitate 
the operation of the reciprocal economy within the city.   
The Fremantle Fringe Housing Collective, a small development on the 
outskirts  of  Fremantle  which  is  home  to  16  adults  and  14  children, 
including one PAWA member, was the subject of an educational field day 
for  Association  members  in  July  1994.    Visitors  heard  that  the  housing 
collective was jointly funded by federal and state governments and rented to 
the Collective.  This was a legal body which collected rent on behalf of the 
public  housing  body,  Homeswest,  and  which  would  hold  title  to  the 
                                            
94 I n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  o r i g i n s  o f  c o o p e r a t i v e  h o u s i n g  c a m e  f r o m  t h e  w e b s i t e :  
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development  once  the  mortgage  was  paid  off.    The  PAWA  resident  told 
visitors that the Collective functioned in a similar way to a big extended 
family  where  people  helped  each  other  and  shared  equipment  and 
communal  duties.    Security  was  also  increased  because  intruders  were 
quickly detected when everyone knew each other.   
Consensus decision-making means that collective groups of this type 
reflect  the  personal  development  of  contributing  members.    A  lack  of 
awareness of design possibilities, such as the ability to harvest water run-
off from communal car-parks for garden use, can mean some opportunities 
are missed, as they were in this development (Gout, 1994:12-13).  However, 
residents accept responsibility for the planning of their collective and other 
groups can learn from their mistakes.  A big proportion of members with an 
ecological world-view, which permaculture promotes, would maximise the 
social and environmental benefits of housing collectives. 
An ambitious project of this kind began in Adelaide in 1992.  Members 
of the Halifax EcoCity Project planned to create a comprehensive ecological 
development  in  which  urban  residents  would  be  able  to  reduce  their 
“ecological footprint”95 simply by choosing to live there.  The Wirranendi 
development will eventually house over 800 people in structures designed to 
function  in  an  ecologically  sustainable  manner.    Design  plans  for  the 
                                                                                                                                 
 
95  The  concept  of  ‘ecological  footprinting’  was  developed  by  William  Rees  and  Mathis 
Wackernagel at the University of British Columbia.  ‘Ecological footprinting’ measures the 
amount of land area required to support a particular lifestyle.  The researchers calculated 
the  resource  and  energy  requirements  of  high-income  cities  and  found  that  these  cities 
typically required the productive output of land and water 200 - 1,000 times the area of the 
land they occupied (Rees and Wackernagel, 1995). 
Also, http://www.sustain.ubc.ca/profile/rees.html.   327 
EcoCity include the biological treatment and recycling of sewage and grey 
water on site, and the nursing back to ecological health of the contaminated 
location96.  Climate-sensitive design, solar-powered generation of electricity, 
and the ability of residents to walk to work from the central location, are all 
factors designed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from the development.  
The Halifax project design also includes social factors, in line with the 
objectives  of  Urban  Ecology  Australia  Inc.  to  promote  ‘the  evolution  of 
socially  vital,  economically  viable,  and  ecologically  sustaining  human 
settlements  by  education  and  example’.    The  project  has  established  an 
international  reputation  for  the  city  of  Adelaide  and  the  State  of  South 
Australia.  More than 600 households have indicated interest in living in 
the development and over 60 families have started working with Ecopolis 
and Urban Ecology in the ‘Barefoot Architecture Programme’, which is an 
experiment in community architecture.  Many potential residents work as 
volunteers in the project’s shop-front Centre for Urban Ecology and a Local 
Exchange and Trading System (LETS) is already operating (Ede, 1996:14-
16). 
Although Urban Ecology Australia (with their Halifax EcoCity plan) 
was the Adelaide City Council’s preferred developer of the former council 
depot land, the Council has been slow to clean up the site and it was still to 
be  finally  prepared  for  sale  in  1999.    In  the  meantime,  Urban  Ecology 
Australia purchased two pieces of land adjoining the site and has begun 
organising three housing cooperatives as well as establishing management 
                                                                                                                                 
 
96 The EcoCity site was formerly a tannery, bitumen plant and council depot.   328 
and financial systems for the project.  Construction is expected to begin on 
this part of the EcoCity in mid 1999.97 
New Ideas for Economic Management 
These new projects and new approaches to living can be seen as attempts to 
balance the economy and make the dominant economy more responsive to 
human needs.  The values of the ecological world-view are expressed in the 
comprehensive  concerns  of  what  has  become  known  as  ‘New  Economics’. 
Those with traditional economic leanings, such as Daly & Cobb (1989:283), 
advocate more control of the market economy through tariffs on imports, in 
order to support the re-building of self-sufficient national economies.  They 
believe that restricting the entry of goods from outside the country would 
protect endangered industries and encourage new enterprises.  Within the 
domestic economy, these authors applaud free market competition, and they 
believe that if subsidies were removed from, for example, energy production, 
small-scale  renewable  energy  plants  would  become  attractive  from  the 
market point of view.  
Others,  like  H.C.  Coombs  (1990:37),  with  a  strong  civil  service 
background, believe that the best way to give everyone a minimal share in 
national  wealth,  in  a  situation  where  unemployment  is  high  and  the 
possibility  of  creating  more  jobs  is  limited,  is  to  reserve  the  products  of 
market monopoly (which are likely to increase as a result of scarcity), for 
                                            
97 Information about Urban Ecology Australia and relations with Adelaide City Council 
came from The Centre for Urban Ecology in Adelaide and the Halifax EcoCity website at: 
http://www.urbanecology.org.au/halifax/evolution.html. 
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the  community’s  benefit.98    He  proposed  the  establishment  of  a  National 
Estate  which  would  be  administered  by  trustees  for  the  benefit  of  the 
community.  The national estate would consist of national parks, historic 
buildings and special works of art, as well as crown land, state forests and 
minerals.  Income-earning assets such as Australia Post, government-owned 
national  banks  and  various  public  authorities,  would  also  belong  to  the 
national  estate.    In  a  community  in  which  such  an  institution  existed, 
Coombs argued, the steady increase in the proportion of individual income 
derived  from  access  to  public  goods  and  services  or  from  rentier-type 
receipts from the National Estate99 would gradually lead to greater equality 
of income. 
Innovations could also be made in the way money operates in society.  
Money facilitates the exchange of goods and services between people, and 
the  payment  of  interest  and  compound  interest  keeps  it  circulating.  
However,  the  mechanism  of  interest  payments  also  serves  to  hinder 
exchange by keeping money in the hands of those who have more than they 
need and indirectly causing poverty and bankruptcy (Kennedy, 1995:18). 
In  her  book,  Interest  and  Inflation  Free  Money  (1995),  Margrit 
                                            
98 The effect of an exploding world population confronting finite material resources meant a 
return of scarcity, Coombs said.  At the same time, technological change had reduced the 
need for human involvement in many productive processes while increasing the demand for 
materials and for capital (1990:2).  Overall, Coombs said, this had the effect of shifting 
income in favour of owners of capital, scarce resources and technology, and in favour of 
corporations, which means a shift in favour of the already wealthy.  In this situation, those 
dependent  on  wage  and  salary  employment  will  have  less  bargaining  power  and 
unemployment and declining real incomes will continue (1990:154). 
99 Licences to use natural resources granted by the Trustees of the National Estate would 
specify  conditions  which  would  ensure  their  conservation,  regeneration  and  sustainable 
development  and  would  attract  an  appropriate  rental  cost  determined  by  tender  in  a 
competitive market (Coombs, 1990:16). 
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Kennedy points out that inequality is not a necessary outcome of the need to 
keep money circulating.  An alternative way was suggested as long ago as 
1890 by a successful German merchant, Silvio Gesell.  In Gesell’s system, 
the government provided money as a public service, subject to a use-fee.  
Unlike interest, the fees paid on the use of money would constitute a public 
gain and would reduce the amount of taxes needed to carry out public tasks. 
An  experiment  using  Gesell’s  idea  was  actually  conducted  in  the 
Austrian  town  of  Wörgyl  between  1932  and  1933  (Kennedy,  1995:38-39).  
The  town  council  issued  32,000  ‘Free  Schillings’100  and  these  notes 
maintained their validity over time by a stamp worth 1% of their face value 
being attached to the back of the note by the person who had the bank note 
at the end of each month.  This small use-fee encouraged people to spend 
their Free Schillings before spending their ordinary money.   
As a result, the new notes circulated 463 times in one year, compared 
to 21 times for the ordinary Schilling.  In addition, the town was able to 
reduce unemployment by 25% at a time when other European countries had 
severe problems with decreasing numbers of jobs.  When 300 other Austrian 
communities  sought  to  copy  Wörgyl’s  successful  experiment,  the  national 
bank stepped in and prohibited any further printing of local money.  
 
                                            
100 The Schilling is the standard monetary unit of Austria.   331 
A  more  recent  successful  experiment  with  banking  comes  from 
Bangladesh (Bornstein, 1998:20).  This time, interest payments were not 
abolished – in fact rates were higher than for normal lending fees – but 
those  who  were  offered  loans  came  from  a  population  not  normally 
identified  as eligible for bank credit.  The Grameen Bank of Bangladesh 
operates only in villages and lends mainly to women, in small amounts and 
for short periods of time.  To qualify for a loan, a villager must show that 
her  assets  are  below  the  bank’s  threshold.    Then  instead  of  finding  a 
guarantor  for  the  loan,  she  must  join  a  five-member  group  and  a  forty-
member centre, attend a meeting every week and assume responsibility for 
the loans of her group’s members.  It is the group, rather than the bank, 
which  initially  evaluates  loan  proposals  and  defaulters  spoil  things  for 
everyone else, so group members choose their partners carefully.  The bank 
reports a repayment rate of 97%. 
 
The  founder  of  the  bank,  economist  Muhammed  Yunus  had  been 
inspired  to  find  some  way  of  helping  the  working  poor  when  he  met  a 
woman who, despite spending her days weaving intricate bamboo stools for 
sale,  barely  earned  enough  money  to  feed  herself.    Yunus  resisted  the 
temptation to give her cash, and instead related the story to his graduate 
students at the university and challenged them to design an experimental 
credit programme to assist people like her.  The programme that Yunus and   332 
his  students  devised  soon  spread  from  village  to  village  and  became  so 
popular that it eventually was formalised as the Grameen Bank (Bornstein, 
1998:21).  
According  to  Yunus,  this  is  the  way  to  combat  the  world’s  most 
entrenched  poverty.    By  creating  conditions  which  allow  millions  of  tiny 
entrepreneurs  scattered  in  thousands  of  villages  to  pursue  their  own 
economic  goals,  the  bank  is  making  it  possible  for  them  to  support 
themselves.  He believes it is best to help people create jobs for themselves 
in this manner as it is unlikely that the developing world will ever be able 
to create enough employment for them all.  At the same time, the founder of 
the bank is adamant that the Grameen Bank is not a welfare programme. 
He describes it as a ‘socially conscious capitalist enterprise’ with 90% of its 
shares controlled by its two million borrowers (Bornstein, 1998:26). 
The  Grameen  Bank  model  has  been  copied  by  other  countries;  for 
example, the mirco-credit programmes in the Philippines and the USA are 
modelled along similar lines.  However, conditions in the developed world 
are somewhat different and programme managers have found that people in 
these countries require training, technical assistance and access to business 
networks  in  addition  to  credit,  before  they  can  run  profitable  businesses 
(Bornstein, 1998:337). 
Nevertheless,  these  new  approaches  can  all  be  seen  as  evidence  of 
fresh thinking about economic management.   333 
New Economics 
In the new economic paradigm, mechanisms which operate in the market 
economy and the distributive economy are recognised as valuable, but are 
seen as no more important than the community-based reciprocal economy.  
In  New  Economics,  the  compartmentalisation  of  life  is  definitely  out  of 
favour,  in  public  as  well  as  private  life.    As  an  example,  responsible 
consumption patterns, the environment, social responsibility issues, justice 
and social relations in the workplace, early education of the next generation 
in  the  household,  ethical  investment,  and  the  ownership  of  land,  are  all 
listed as equally important concerns, by proponent of new economics, Paul 
Ekins.  He told interviewer, Kath Fisher, that all of these things contribute 
to the creation of community and social relationships, and these are key 
areas of wealth ignored by traditional economics (Fisher, 1992:18). 
In recognition of the importance of these values, a range of community-
based economic models has been initiated around the world in recent years.  
For  example,  in  Maleny,  Queensland,  a  small  town  100  km  north  of 
Brisbane, a number of innovative facilities began operating in the 1980’s.  
The  town  now  boasts  a  whole-foods  cooperative  and  resource  centre,  an 
ethical credit union, a local LETS, and the Wastebusters cooperative, and 
community members have plans for further cooperatives (Jordan, 1992:23-
24).    These  initiatives  were  the  result  of  frustration  with  the  ability  of 
existing institutions to meet the needs of the ‘new settlers’ of the mid-1970s.  
The efforts of these people to fulfill their requirements led to the creation of 
a strong sense of community in the town.  It seems that a sense of economic   334 
need is necessary to force people to get together to find solutions to common 
problems, and it is this interaction which creates community, almost as a 
by-product.   
Those concerned with the lack of community in new housing estates 
often tackle the problem in reverse, but as Trainer has pointed out, and as 
this account suggests, schemes to generate a sense of community are more 
likely to be successful if people in a locality have some significant economic 
necessity to get together to produce or organise (1985:202, italics added). 
Bringing Back the Moral Economy 
We  need  to  remind  ourselves  that  unsustainable  economic  practices  are 
generally associated with unsustainable social practices.  If we compare our 
society  with  the  tribal  societies  studied  by  anthropologists,  it  becomes 
apparent  that,  unlike  our  own  economic  exchanges,  their  exchanges  are 
permeated by personal and moral considerations.  In short, they operate a 
moral economy.  Maybury-Lewis says such societies were more concerned 
about social relations than about economic transactions as such.  As he put 
it, ‘the heart of the difference between the modern world and the traditional 
one is that in traditional societies people are a valuable resource and the 
interrelations between them are carefully tended; in modern society things 
are  the  valuables  and  people  are  all  too  often  treated  as  disposable’ 
(Maybury-Lewis, 1992:87). 
Note that economic procedures in our various societies both express 
and produce values different to those in other societies.  The implication is   335 
that  if  we  want  behaviour  different  from  that  expressed  by  ‘homo 
economicus’, we will need to modify our economic institutions.  Innovative 
economic  procedures  might  enable  individuals  to  express  qualities  which 
our  ‘driven  society’  (Maybury-Lewis’s  term)  has  suppressed.    It  is  just 
possible  that  human  capabilities  such  as  kindness,  generosity,  patience, 
tolerance, cooperation and compassion, which are presently required only by 
jobs which have poor pay and low prestige (Maybury-Lewis,1992:87), might 
become more prominent if economic reciprocity was institutionalised. 
The reason why reciprocity is so effective in fostering these qualities, 
Maybury-Lewis says, is because it is actually a process of gift exchange, and 
the essence of a gift is obligation.  In societies where gift exchange is the 
norm, rich people are not those who have accumulated wealth in money or 
goods,  but  rather  those  who  have  a  large  network  of  people  beholden  to 
them  (1992:67).    Creating  wealth  by  giving  things  away  seems  a  very 
strange  notion  to  us,  but  since  it  lies  at  the  heart  of  a  time-honoured 
economic system, it deserves a closer examination.  This is the task of the 
next chapter.   336 
Chapter 17 
Restoring Social Bonds through the Reciprocal Economy 
The Principle of Reciprocity 
Social scientist, Alvin Gouldner (1960:171), believed that the principle of 
reciprocity was universal, in that the receipt of a benefit was everywhere 
seen as creating an obligation.  This is the case even in our own society 
where the recognition can sometimes cause embarrassment, as for example, 
the offering of garden produce to those who are not interested in productive 
gardening  themselves.    In  general,  in  modern  societies,  people  tend  to 
abandon  obligations  as  much  as  possible  and  dislike  being  indebted  to 
others, although many do not mind being indebted to abstract entities like 
credit cards!  In other societies obligations, for particular gifts received, are 
sometimes  specified,  at  other  times  numerous  transactions  could  be 
accepted as fulfilling the obligation (Maybury-Lewis, 1992:68).  Repayment 
of gifts in these societies is not always possible on an individual basis; some 
debts  can  only  be  repaid  through  cooperation  in  collective  endeavours 
(Gillmore, 1987:186). 
For these reasons, Gouldner saw reciprocity as an ‘all-purpose social 
cement’ (1960:175); he believed it was the complement to, and fulfilment of, 
the  division  of  labour  (1960:169).    One  could  argue  that  money  also 
facilitates ‘the mutual dependence of people brought about by the division of 
labour’ and that it does this more effectively than reciprocating obligations.  
But this argument ignores the fact that money is too unevenly distributed 
throughout society for it to function as a social cement, and that monetary   337 
repayment of a debt brings the relationship to an end.  In reciprocity, by 
contrast, what is exchanged is not often equivalent, so it is not clear who 
owes how much, and early repayment of the debt is discouraged because an 
element of indebtedness on one side or the other is appreciated as evidence 
of a continuing relationship (Maybury-Lewis, 1992:68).   
In  PAWA,  considerable  exchange  takes  place  informally  between 
people who know each other, and they are obviously aware of the benefits of 
such activities.  Over half of the survey respondents (56%) agreed with a 
statement  that  said,  “Exchanging  goods  and  services  provides  a  bond 
between me and other PAWA members”.101  We can assume that the 39% 
who  were  neutral  about  the  statement,  would  have  included  those  who 
rarely or never had contact with others in the Association (37%) and those 
who were relatively new members not linked with local groups.  Only 4% of 
respondents  disagreed  with  the  statement  and  their  choice  may  reflect 
unfortunate personal experiences. 
Generally,  though,  we  can  see  that  relations  between  people  are 
sustained by reciprocity.  Bonds are strengthened by the preparedness of 
individuals to remain obligated for considerable periods of time, as they are 
by  people  trusting  that  others  will  eventually  repay  their  obligations 
(Gillmore,  1987:186).    Those  of  us  who  maintain  relationships  by  letter 
writing or email, will recognise a sense of irritation when someone responds 
too soon – once again we owe them one.  At the same time, the relationship 
                                                 
101 The statement was one of a series in Survey Question No. 23, concerning values and 
attitudes amongst PAWA members.  Respondents were asked to choose the response which 
most closely reflected their own feelings about the statement from a set of five possible 
responses ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree (Appendix 2).   338 
that prevails between the sending of a letter and the receipt of a response is 
something treasured.  Other examples of reciprocity are the exchanging of 
favours in the business world and the reading of colleagues’ manuscripts in 
academia.    It  is  clear  that  reciprocity  remains  active  in  modern  society, 
though it is more apparent in areas we define as non-economic. 
A formalised exchange mechanism, such as a Local Exchange Trading 
System (LETS), would make it easier for PAWA members, as well as others, 
to include items of economic value in the reciprocal economy.  The survey 
showed that only 18% of all respondents had become actively involved in 
exchange  as  a  result  of  PAWA  membership,  although  21%  belonged  to 
LETSystems, including the PAWA system called PermaLETS.102  However, 
amongst  local  group  members,  the  proportion  engaging  in  exchange 
activities with other members jumped to 51%, with 27% belonging to LETS.  
It  is  clear  that  physical  proximity  and  frequent  contact  fosters  mutual 
exchange,  and  it  is  likely  that  reciprocity  would  increase  if  social 
mechanisms were readily available at the neighbourhood level.   
Trading schemes such as LETS allow people to exchange goods and 
services  in  a  way  that  happened  automatically  in  the  past  when  people 
knew each other and had regular contact.  As humanity’s oldest economic 
system, reciprocity has effectively distributed goods through families and 
clans for thousands of years.  It ensured that all members of a given society 
had at least a minimum of life’s necessities (Grayson, 1994:15).  In fact, as 
Ivan Illich (1973:72) has pointed out, no society would be viable if only one 
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mode  of  production  existed,  and  even  in  modern  societies  women  still 
perform many household activities in non-industrial ways.  
LETSystems can be seen as an innovation of what Brandt refers to as 
the post-modern economy.  There are several variations on these community 
money schemes, but I shall focus on the scheme initiated by PAWA, as an 
example of how LETSystems operate and what they have to offer in the 
creation  of  a  more  sustainable  society.    Let  me  begin  by  looking  at  the 
general concept of LETS. 
What is LETS? 
The term ‘LETS’ is an acronym with several wordings but similar meanings, 
including  Local  Exchange  Trading  System.    LETS  can  be  described  as  a 
community-based  network  which  facilitates  the  exchange  of  goods  and 
services between members through the use of local currency or a mixture of 
local and Federal currency.  It allows people and businesses to trade goods 
and  services  without  traditional  cash  while  providing  opportunities  for 
social interaction.  In concept, LETS is a combination of a bank credit card 
facility  and  a  barter  network,  maintained  by  a  computer-assisted 
accounting  system.    Members  receive  regular  statements  of  their 
transactions  and  their  positive  or  negative  balance,  and  they  exchange 
information  about  goods  and  services  on  offer  through  quarterly  trading 
sheets or green pages directories.  Here is a good description of how LETS 
works:  
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Joe cuts firewood, and Peter is a welder who wants wood but has 
no  money.    But  Joe  does  not  want  any  welding.    In  a  barter 
system  or  using  traditional  currency,  that  is  where  it  stops.  
However,  if  Joe  and  Peter  are  members  of  LETS,  when  Joe 
delivers the wood, Peter picks up the phone, dials the LETS office, 
and says into the machine there, “This is Peter, No. 48, please 
acknowledge Joe, No. 83, $75 for firewood”.  Joe’s account balance 
increases  by  $75  (since  he  provided  the  service)  and  Peter’s 
decreases by $75 (since he used the service).  In turn, Joe employs 
a carpenter, the carpenter gets a haircut from a barber, has some 
clothes made, and buys food from a farmer.  The farmer now has 
a way to pay for a welder, so Peter gets to work again.  And so it 
goes.  The unit of exchange, the green dollar,103 remains where it 
was  generated,  providing  a  continually  available  source  of 
liquidity.  The ultimate resource of the community, the productive 
time of its members, is never limited by lack of money (Meeker-
Lowry, 1988:161). 
The Origins of LETS 
High  unemployment  and  social  distress  in  Canada  prompted  Michael 
Linton and  his friends to initiate the Local Exchange and Trading System 
in the Comox Valley in British Columbia in 1983. Two years later it had 500 
members and had injected over $300,000 worth of goods and services into 
the  depressed  local  economy  (Croft,  1992).    Other  communities  became 
interested and Michael Linton wrote a series of articles about his trading 
system to help them get started with LETS.  One of these articles was read 
by Bill Mollison, and he passed the idea on to others in Australia.  The first 
system in Australia began in Queensland in 1987, through the efforts of Jill 
Jordan, the co-founder of the successful community Credit Union in Maleny.  
There  was  considerable  interest  in  other  parts  of  Australia,  and  three 
groups began in Western Australia later that year. 
                                                 
103 The Canadian term for local currency that is based on environmental ideologies. 
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Michael Linton visited Western Australia in early 1993 and addressed 
a  public  meeting  arranged  by  PAWA.    Linton  told  the  meeting  that 
LETSystems  were  doing  better  in  Australia  than  anywhere  else  in  the 
world, and he believed this was partly due to the permaculture influence.  
As  he  saw  it,  both  were  about  conscious  design  but,  while  Bill  Mollison 
emphasised the need for a healthy agricultural system, Linton believed that 
without  a  stable  social  system,  there  was  no  possibility  of  a  stable 
agricultural  system.    He  encouraged  permaculture  enthusiasts  to  move 
beyond  individual  backyard  production  and  direct  barter  into  the  wider 
community network.  LETS was a mechanism which could help them do 
that,  he  said,  because  it  linked  the  concrete  system  of  permaculture 
production, to the abstract system of monetary exchange.  Money was an 
information system that allowed trading, but it could be dispensed with.  In 
the  personal  computer  age,  Linton  declared,  technology  could  be  ‘an 
administrative assistant for a social arrangement’ and once a system like 
LETS was operating, remarkable changes could occur in society. 
He  observed  that  when  individuals  and  communities  were  short  of 
money, they were likely to do almost anything to get it, such as clearing 
rainforests, over-farming the soil and other undesirable things.  However, 
when  money  became  readily  available,  such  as  through  a  local  currency 
network, people could be more relaxed and more intelligent about how they 
used it.  Tax could also be paid on LETS transactions, but this would mean 
that federal authorities would have to decentralise the spending of tax to 
the local level.  This would lead to ‘voter-directed taxation’, an idea which 
was not popular with those in power.     342 
When members of a local trading network spend money (i.e. go into 
negative trading balance) they could be sure their money would eventually 
come back to them, because their operations occurred in a closed system.  
This local network did not have to be small – Linton said it worked equally 
well with twenty, two thousand or two hundred thousand people.  Nor need 
the boundary always be geographical, since it was created by the mutual 
acceptance  of  obligations  by  members  to  other  members  in  the  trading 
network.    There  was  no  place  for  the  attitudes  associated  with  ‘offshore’ 
trading in a LETSystem!   
Linton  was  asked  how  LETS  prevented  people  from  abusing  the 
system.  He noted that money was based on the assumption that people 
could not be trusted.  It was essentially a mere promise that value would be 
given and yet people were willing to trade on such promises; why should 
they not be willing to trust friends, neighbours and associates with whom 
they interacted, he asked.  In LETS, the personal element made it unlikely 
that people would cheat the system, and the very fact of operating within a 
community seemed to promote more honest behaviour.   
In the conventional economy most people who had no money were poor 
through  no  fault  of  their  own,  but  in  a  LETSystem  where  money  was 
available if people were able and willing to work, poverty was the result of 
their own making.  But even if a person defaulted on the system, nothing 
was really lost, Linton said, because the person who received credits from 
the individual still had them, and could continue to trade unimpaired.  He   343 
observed with some irony, that the number of questions he always got about 
potential abuse of the system, said a lot about current economic practices!104 
Developing Community through LETS 
The  functions  which  reciprocity  formerly  performed  for  society  have 
decreased  with  the  progressive  contraction  of  the  domestic  and  local 
economy.  In the absence of the criss-crossing networks of social exchange, 
society is less cohesive, and it is often difficult to initiate relationships with 
newcomers  from  other  parts  of  the  country  or  from  overseas.105    I  noted 
earlier that lack of contact between the different ethnic groups in Australia 
was responsible for misunderstanding and animosity between them.  The 
situation  could  be  improved  with  reciprocal  trading  systems  that  would 
provide  a  useful  mechanism  for  newcomers  to  make  comfortable  contact 
with  local  residents.    Anthropologists  have  long  observed  through  their 
work in non-literate societies, that networks of relationships are created by 
exchange and these relationships are sustained by the debts not being fully 
discharged  (Fontana  Dictionary  of  Modern  Thought,  1988:294).  
Anthropological  accounts  of  the  maintenance  of  bonds  in  non-literate 
societies are not dissimilar to the ties that result from the operation of a 
LETSystem. 
Linton believed the development of community life was an important 
                                                 
104 Comment by Michael Linton (1993) during a talk about LETS at PAWA meeting on 
January 21. 
105 Remember how neighbours sometimes initiated contact by requesting a cup of sugar 
that they promised to return when the shops were open?  Such excuses to intrude on the 
privacy of others are no longer valid when supermarkets are open at all hours.  By the 
same token, the ready availability of fast food renders superfluous the former neighbourly 
provision of cooked meals during times of stress. 
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outcome of LETS activity.  He would have agreed with the social theorists 
who claim that it is the structure of exchange relations that bring about 
group solidarity.  In comparison with the usual form of market exchange 
which  involves  only  two  people  and  leads  to  low  levels  of  trust,  the 
generalised exchange relationships of the type found in LETS, relies on a 
credit  mentality  and  engenders  high  levels  of  trust  (Gillmore,  1987:176).  
Concern for others is encouraged in these systems through personal contact, 
and collaborative action is facilitated through interaction. 
Lang (1994:19) examined local exchange systems in England and found 
that LETS members were regularly influenced by knowledge of the personal 
circumstances of others (unemployment, new baby, etc.) and they adjusted 
their  trading  rates  accordingly.    Another  factor  that  affected  the  cost  of 
LETS  services  was  whether  or  not  the  provider  enjoyed  doing  it.    For 
example, ironing was not a favourite activity of providers so it was often a 
costly  service,  while  other  traditionally  more  expensive  services  such  as 
accountancy  might  attract  a  lower  hourly  rate.    The  opportunity  for 
members to re-value work according to its worth to them was one of the 
social spin-offs of LETSystems which was particularly beneficial to women. 
Linton explained how LETSystems could also be used to support the 
common interests of members.  For example, 10% of every transaction could 
go  to  a  special  fund  for  the  environment  or  to  support  action  on  gender 
issues.  A town or neighbourhood group could even use LETS for a common 
building project.  In a ‘capital LETS’ system of this kind, producers and 
tradespeople could volunteer materials and skills, while other community   345 
members  could  contribute  by  committing  a  given  amount  to  the  project, 
which  they  then  redeemed  through  LETS  trading  using  their  own  skills 
(e.g. hair cuts, child-minding).106   
As you can imagine, shared interests like these, together with regular 
trading  interactions,  produces  a  sense  of  ‘generalised  reciprocity’  and 
generates ‘high social capital’.  Robert Putnam believed that such ‘norms of 
social reciprocity and networks of social engagement’ were essential for the 
healthy operation of civil society (quoted by Cox, 1995:20).  In sub-groups of 
society like PAWA, generalised reciprocity of this type can produce a culture 
of generosity, which noticeably affects everyone in the organisation. 
Through  mechanisms  of  exchange,  people  come  to  know  each  other 
sufficiently  well  to  appreciate  the  gifts  and  talents  that  each  has,  even 
though  these  skills  may  not  be  conventionally  valued  by  employers.  
Through  this  process,  individuals  learn  to  see  themselves  as  inherently 
valuable, rather than commodities – of more or less worth – to be bought 
and sold.  Maleny LETS founder, Jill Jordan reported that the local LETS 
‘has proved to be an extremely empowering community economic tool with 
significant social benefits’.  One example she gave was how LETS enabled 
the young and elderly in the community to get together, the elderly taught 
their  skills  and  earned  credits,  which  allowed  them  to  employ  energetic 
young people to do the physical work they could no longer do for themselves 
(Jordan, 1994:24). 
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As far as Michael Linton is concerned, a community really is nothing 
more than a persistent gift exchange cycle.  That is to say, the economic 
business of the world is really a series of gifts from one person to another; 
‘the mechanic fixes your car, the teacher gives your child an education, the 
salesman gives us the goods, you give your best at your work’.  Community 
exists to the extent that the pattern and quality of the exchanges effectively 
serve  its  members  (Linton,  1989:1).  Linton  believes  the  essential  gift 
relationship  in  economic  affairs  is  masked  by  the  abstraction  of 
conventional money, but is revealed through LETS transactions. 
LETS begins in PAWA 
Michael  Linton’s  presentation  was  enough  to  convince  many  PAWA 
members that his trading system fitted in with permaculture values and 
had much to offer the Association.  A working party was formed to develop 
operating procedures. As a member of the working party, I was intimately 
involved in the formation of the PermaLETS subsidiary organisation and its 
eventual  evolution  into  a  sub-committee  of  PAWA.    My  involvement 
demonstrated  a  more  active  participation  than  is  often  the  case  in 
participant  observation  research.    This  action  research  increased  my 
awareness of the potential of new social mechanisms in promoting changed 
behaviour.    The  working  party  met  regularly  over  a  period  of  several 
months  to  work  on  operating  procedures,  and  in  June  1993  a  detailed 
trading sheet featuring more than sixteen different categories of goods and 
services  was  sent  to  the  sixty  households  with  PermaLETS  trading   347 
numbers.  Information about the organisation and an application form was 
included in the July 1994 PAWA Newsletter and this attracted a few more 
members.  A copy of the information sent to new members can be found at 
Appendix 7, page 420, and extracts from a PermaLETS Trading Sheet are 
featured in Appendix 8, page 423. 
Trade was slow at first and a market-type trading day was organised 
in October 1993 to facilitate trading.  Occasions like this were particularly 
suitable for the exchange of produce, but they also provided an opportunity 
for members to meet others from their locality and find out what services 
were  available  nearby.    After  several  weeks,  massages,  home  preserves, 
advice and garden help, among other things, had been recorded as debits or 
credits for various people.  However, transactions were few and far between 
in these early months.  LETS trading is very different from other forms of 
buying and selling.  The whole idea of creating wealth by going negative in 
a trading situation was a new and rather disturbing experience for many 
people, and it took time for us all to become accustomed to this new way of 
operating. 
In addition, some would-be members were concerned about the effect 
on their pensions if they became involved in LETS, following an incident in 
the Blue Mountains where the Department of Social Security had queried a 
person’s LETS credits.  However, the Department has subsequently come to 
appreciate  the  many  positive  aspects  of  membership  in  community 
organisations like this.  In particular, authorities see great benefit in the   348 
unemployed taking part to learn new skills and to keep in touch with the 
labour market and its skill and habits.  Many people were reassured when 
the Minister announced that they would not take LETS credits into account 
when assessing pension and benefit entitlements.107 
Likewise, despite some members’ concerns, the Taxation Department 
has no interest in LETS transactions that represent personal arrangements, 
social arrangements, hobbies or pastimes.  Only if LETS transactions were 
those  of  an  individual’s  trade,  profession  or  business  was  there  any 
implications for taxation.  Members in this situation were reminded that 
they must declare local currency earnings in the same way as Australian 
dollar  earnings.    They  were  advised  that  the  best  way  to  handle  the 
situation was to estimate the amount of tax they would have to pay on a 
transaction  and  charge  at  least  that  much  in  the  Australian  dollar 
component of the exchange. 
In August 1993 the first PermaLETS trading newsletter was posted 
out to members with an up-to-date trading sheet and personal statement.  
This  consisted  of  opening  and  closing  balances,  transactions  during  the 
period  and  an  outline  of  personal  offers  and  requests  as  printed  in  the 
trading sheet.  Bracketed figures indicated a negative balance – a situation 
we encourage in LETSystems!  The following year we decided to encourage 
trading by holding trading days four times during the year in a different 
metropolitan location each time.  While this arrangement did facilitate local 
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involvement,  attendances  were  not  great  enough  to  make  these  ‘market’ 
days as successful as they could have been.  The final event for 1994 was a 
combined Expo/Christmas Party with PAWA, which allowed us to advertise 
ourselves  again  to  the  wider  permaculture  community.    After  that, 
membership grew slowly but steadily, until by June 1995 there were 138 
separate  trading  accounts  that  included  both  PAWA  and  PermaLETS  as 
corporate bodies. 
New Experiences with Reciprocity 
Although, as we have seen, many PAWA members had previous experience 
of informal exchange, the existence of LETSystems led to an increase in 
reciprocal activity.  The mechanism seems to embolden reticent people to 
ask  for  goods  and  services  they  need,  but  would  otherwise  be  too 
embarrassed to request, while the opportunity to repay these favours with 
equal value, albeit indirectly, effectively encourages them to make contact 
with potential trading partners. 
In my own experience, trading initially resulted in a sense of unease 
about  being  in  someone’s  debt,  especially  when  the  transaction  involved 
something I would normally have paid a specific amount of dollars for.  But 
gradually as opportunities arose to give to others in the network, I began to 
feel  more  comfortable  about  it.    I  found  that  the  whole  process  led  to  a 
strong  sense  of  community  with  others  in  the  exchange  network  and 
engendered  a  feeling  of  warmth  and  security.    My  experience  was  not 
unique, as the following accounts show.   350 
A low-income PAWA member who belonged to a LETS group wrote of 
her  experiences  with  the  trading  system,  for  one  of  our  early  trading 
newsletters.    She  explained  how  membership  had  enabled  her  family  to 
enjoy luxuries that would normally have been out of reach.  Massages, Reiki 
and  Reflexology  sessions,  and  singing  and  belly-dancing  lessons  had  all 
been arranged through LETS, and the availability of a special LETS child 
care  person  made  it  possible  for  her  and  her  partner  to  engage  in  these 
activities.  Her young children enjoyed their time with the carer, and when 
the youngsters needed a hair cut, a LETS hairdresser alleviated the stress 
usually associated with the procedure, by coming to the house to do the job.   
In addition, this enthusiastic trader said, there were many ‘lurks and 
perks’ associated with LETS which were never listed on any trading sheet.  
As an example, she recalled how a casual comment by the child care person 
about a load of compost that she didn’t need, had led to a phone call to 
arrange  the  use  of  a  utility,  for  green  dollars,  to  enable  its  collection.  
During the journey, the hairdresser’s wheelbarrow was taken to the garage 
to  have  its  tyres  pumped,  and  some  free  comfrey  was  picked  up  from 
another house.  The writer commented that it was the facilitating of these 
sorts of interactions that she valued most about LETS.108 
This  sentiment  was  echoed  by  another  PAWA  member  who  was 
involved in a separate LETSystem.  She said one of the main benefits of a 
Local  Energy/Employment109  Trading  System  was  the  ‘contact  with  like-
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minded people building up a closer network of friendly neighbours available 
for expert advice or physical assistance’.  Participation in a couple of garden 
clear-up  days  through  LETS  had  given  this  member  the  chance  to  meet 
other members.  It had also enabled her to see how she liked this one and 
that, so that she felt more ready to phone them and enlist their skills such 
as  vegetarian  cooking,  for  her  birthday  dinner  later  on.    From  her 
experience, it became obvious to this trader that there was no need to worry 
about keeping accounts in balance (i.e. to be concerned about being in debt). 
She found that ‘the very act of spending LETS currency seems to generate 
the  impulses  which  lead  to  phone  calls  asking  for  your  own  goods  and 
services offered’.110 
As  PermaLETS  became  established,  we  recorded  similar  positive 
experiences from transactions in our own system.  Writing in the Trading 
News editorial, I described my thrill at the successful conclusion of a trade 
and the feeling of empowerment that resulted from being useful to someone 
else.  It was an equally gratifying experience to accept the gift that a debt to 
someone else represented.  On the other hand, the act of going into debt was 
more like giving one’s trading partner a gift, than taking from them, I told 
my readers, because the willingness to be indebted gave them credits which 
facilitated their trading with others.  I noted that some LETS groups spoke 
of ‘commitment’ as the situation that arose when something was ‘owed’ to 
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the trading community.111 
However, willingness to be committed does not always make it easy to 
organise  trades  to  satisfy  personal  requirements.    One  PermaLETS 
committee member found that, despite his best efforts at the reverse, he 
was more often in credit than in debit.112  He recalled that Michael Linton 
had said that LETSystems make it easier to accumulate green dollars than 
to spend them, which was the reverse of the conventional monetary system, 
and this was definitely his experience.  He noticed that much of his trading 
involved  basics  such  as  food,  but  at  the  same  time  reported  that  ‘the 
PermaLET system enables me to stretch my budget horizons, enabling a 
much fuller, richer and diverse lifestyle than would otherwise be possible on 
my  limited  $A  income’.    As  an  example,  he  described  his  pride  in  the 
original painting he had obtained from one PermaLETS member that he 
had then arranged to have framed by another trading member.113 
A  female  member  reported  that  through  trading,  her  ‘personal 
awareness around money and valuing others’ skills (especially things the 
opposite sex did), had grown enormously’ and she felt she still had a lot to 
learn.    She  found  the  experience  very  different  from  going  to  a  shop  or 
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112 M e m b e r s  o f  P e r m a L E T S  S u b -Committee  had  decided  to  organise  as  many  personal 
trades as possible to stimulate trading amongst the membership. 
 
113 Lamont, Heather and Davey, Paul (1994) “PermaLETS = L.E.T.S. in Permaculture”, 
PAWA Newsletter, Vol.16, No. 4:34, July.  
   353 
calling up a tradesperson.  Sensitivity was required to organise a trade that 
respected  the  time  constraints  of  both  parties.    During  the  actual 
performance of the trade, she typically found herself cooking meals for men 
doing  heavy  outside  work  or  working  alongside  the  trading  partner  and 
chatting to them.  In her experience, ‘transacting cashless deals’ was a great 
way to go!114 
Evaluating PermaLETS 
After two years, I examined the PermaLETS Trading records in order to 
evaluate the subsidiary organisation for study purposes, and to report back 
to  PAWA  on  the  effectiveness  of  the  system.    Twelve  months  of  trading 
records  were  used,  which  covered  the  period  from  April  1994  to  March 
1995.115  From these records, the following statistics emerged: 
 
Number of trades and number of traders: There were 187 
trades  with  an  average  of  sixteen  trades  per  month.    Two 
hundred  and  twenty-eight  people  participated  in  trading 
exchanges.116 
 
Location  of  trading  partners:  As  might  be  expected,  about 
two-thirds of trading partners were from the same area (roughly 
corresponding  to  local  PAWA  groups)  and  one-third  from  more 
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115 The figures were compiled from trades recorded via the PermaLETS telephone number.  
They do not include administrative costs, i.e. costs incurred in the production of trading 
sheets/personal  statements,  newsletters,  recording  of  trades,  organising  of  mailing  and 
administrative fees charged to members.  Nor do they include trades negotiated at Trading 
Days.  However, as these days have not been well attended and goods exchanged at these 
events are fairly small, their absence is of minor importance.  Moreover, services negotiated 
on these occasions would have been performed and recorded at a later date, so the overall 
statistics are fairly reliable. 
 
116 The discrepancy between number of trades and number of participants is due to the fact 
that, while two people are involved in each trade, some people were involved in multiple 
trades. 
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distant, but still readily accessible locations.  Only one trade was 
recorded between town and country members. 
 
Value  of  Exchanges:  The  amount  of  Perma$$  traded  ranged 
from $2 to $1000, with just over three-quarters (76%) of trades 
being for goods/services under $50 (about half of these involved 
exchanges of $20 or less), 14% between $50 and $100 and 10% for 
amounts of more than $100.  The total amount of Perma$$ traded 
during the twelve months was nearly $10,000.117 
 
PermaLETS – a Domestic Affair 
The  records  did  not  provide  details  of  the  type  of  goods  and  services 
exchanged,  but  personal  comments,  and  the  descriptions  of  trading 
experiences just given, indicate that by and large the bulk of trades concern 
items of a domestic nature.  They are the sort of things people would ask 
extended  family  members  to  do  for  them  if  they  could  –  babysitting, 
cleaning, mulching, working in the garden, providing fresh vegetables and 
eggs and so on.   
This trading pattern seems to be fairly typical of LETSystems.  The 
author of the book based on the English systems reported a similar trading 
pattern.  Peter Lang’s information showed that the greatest need of LETS 
members was for the everyday things of life that involved someone’s time.  
Services  in  demand  included  painting  and  decorating,  car  and  appliance 
repairs, babysitting, simple household jobs such as putting up shelves, and 
feeding pets at holiday time (Lang, 1994:26). 
A number of PermaLETS trading pairs appeared to have settled into a 
routine  where  particular  goods  like  eggs,  or  services  like  cleaning,  were 
                                                 
117 Reported in “News from PermaLETS”, PAWA Newsletter, Vol. 17, No. 4, July 1995, pp 5-
6.  
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transacted  on  a  regular  basis.    Physical  proximity  seems  to  be  quite 
significant  in  facilitating  this  kind  of  exchange,  and  in  fostering  the 
continuing  relationships  so  important  to  community.    Our  most  active 
traders were seen to operate within fairly defined areas and an expansion of 
LETS membership at this level would facilitate trading even more.   
The membership of PAWA is dispersed throughout the metropolitan 
area  and  in  the  country,  and  the  members  of  PermaLETS  reflected  this 
situation.  Monthly contact through meetings and field days is adequate to 
maintain a sense of community and common purpose for most people within 
PAWA, but this level of contact was not sufficient to produce a vigorous 
trading  system.    As  a  result,  considerable  effort  was  required  from  the 
committee to promote interest and to encourage members to trade.   
When we relinquished our positions after two years work, PermaLETS 
more or less went into recess.  At the time, other members of PAWA were 
too  heavily  involved  in  the  organisation  of  the  Sixth  International 
Permaculture  Conference  and  Convergence  in  1996  to  take  on  the 
management of the subsidiary organisation.  However, there has since been 
a resurgence of interest in the trading system and a new committee has 
been formed. 
Requirements for Successful LETS Trading 
The  difficulties  we  experienced  with  PermaLETS  underline  the 
requirements for success with this type of trading system.  Firstly, it seems 
clear that members need to be geographically close to each other to facilitate 
contact  between  participants.    In  country  areas,  the  local  town  centre   356 
provides  a  focal  point  for  successful  systems,  as  it  does  for  local 
communities in the hills on the fringes of the metropolitan area.   
In built-up areas within cities, the situation is not so simple.  Some 
locations have unique features that separate and define them from nearby 
residential areas and encourage interaction within the area.  The port of 
Fremantle  near  Perth  is  one  such  location,  which  is  probably  one  of  the 
reasons  why  FreoLETS  was  one  of  the  first  LETSystems  in  Western 
Australia and remains one of the most active.  Other suburban areas face 
more of a challenge to attract a membership that can function effectively in 
a definable locality. 
Local  government  boundaries  may  provide  the  structure  for 
LETSystems in these areas.  In the United Kingdom, local government has 
been  very  supportive  of  local  trading  systems  and  one  council  was 
sufficiently impressed with their potential to benefit the community, that 
they employed an experienced credit union organiser to introduce LETS and 
credit unions in their Borough in 1994.  As part of its Anti-Poverty Strategy, 
Hounslow, a local council in Middlesex near London, divided up its area into 
a number of trading zones with the aim of creating a Borough-wide LETS.  
Each zone would be expected to run its own system with the accounts and 
directory provided by the council (Lets-Link, 1994:11).118 
                                                 
118 The activities of over 15,000 people in more than 300 LETS networks all over the UK led 
to  the  introduction  of  Lets-Link,  the  world’s  first  national,  local  currency  magazine  in 
August 1994.  This stimulated the initiation of further LETSystems, and all this activity 
resulted  in  Lets-Link,  UK,  receiving  the  first  Schumacher  award  later  that  year  for 
demonstrating  the  “small  is  beautiful  philosophy”  at  the  grass-roots  level  (Lets-Link, 
1994:11). 
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Along with proximity and tied in with it, is the need for a sufficiently 
large  number  of  traders  in  a  system,  so  that  a  wide  range  of  goods  and 
services is available within the network.  In this respect, the PermaLETS 
trading sheet was far more comprehensive than some others I have seen 
(see Appendix 8, page 433), and the number of members would have been 
sufficient if we had all lived within close proximity to one another.  As it 
was,  although  negotiating  trades  was  a  straightforward  process,  the 
distance between potential trading partners made it difficult to physically 
exchange items, and trading effectively stagnated.   
The inclusion of non-PAWA members would have helped the situation, 
but  this  would  have  necessitated  the  incorporation  of  PermaLETS  as  a 
separate  organisation  (rather  than  a  subsidiary  that  operated  under  the 
protection of the articles of incorporation of the parent body).  Additional 
members would have swelled the local component and increased the volume 
of trade, and they could have been attracted through personal contact with 
existing members.  For example, a couple of my neighbours were intrigued 
by the LETS idea, but soon lost interest when they realised that one had to 
be a member of PAWA to participate.  
LETS and the Commercial World 
We have seen how effective these systems can be for generating community 
interaction, and this is important for the social sharing which is needed to 
advance sustainability.  But what about their effectiveness in providing a   358 
living  for  participants?    The  PermaLETS  scheme  generated  transactions 
worth nearly $10,000 over a twelve-month period, but this would have been 
only a small fraction of participants’ monetary exchanges during that time.  
However, we know that it is possible to satisfy a substantial proportion of 
personal needs through LETS as demonstrated by the system operating in 
the Blue Mountains region of NSW. 
The Blue Mountains LETSystem began in 1991 with twenty people.   
Since  then  it  has  grown  to  be  the  biggest  system  in  the  world,  with  a 
membership of about 1,100 household accounts in 1994, which was trading 
the  equivalent  of  $360,000  per  annum  in  locally  provided  goods  and 
services.    There  are  twenty-one  business  members  in  the  system,  and  a 
further 25 sole traders operating individual accounts.  Businesses include 
cafes, healing and medical centres, schools, hardware and fresh fruit and 
vegetable stores, a legal partnership, accountants, a book-store, a nursery, a 
food cooperative and one of the local community newspapers. 
The size of this LETSystem and the range of goods and services on 
offer  make  for  some  interesting  transactions  (one  concerned  a  wedding 
organised  for  a  member  which  involved  entertainment,  catering,  bridal 
gowns and cleaning, all purchased on LETS).  Another member had over 
$10,000 worth of work done on home extensions, in which all labour and 
legal fees were paid for in LETS.  Just about anything people want is now 
available  through  the  LETS  and  if  it  is  not,  the  system  has  an 
administrative  team  with  the  task  of  maintaining  and  promoting  the 
system, which will actively seek to include it as a trading item.   359 
 
In order to make it eligible for the receipt of government funding and 
investments  from  members,  the  Blue  Mountains  LETSystem  has  become 
incorporated.    One  infirm  member  has  made  a  long-term  investment  of 
$A10,000 in the system, in return for ‘interest’ of 1,000 Ecos per annum for 
the rest of the investor’s life. 
From modest beginnings, the Blue Mountains LETSystem developed 
very rapidly.  Local factors that facilitated rapid growth were a population 
with  a  high  proportion  of  people  who  were  innovative  and  open  to  new 
ideas,  and  a  significant  proportion  of  inhabitants  working  part-time  or 
receiving  income  support  from  social  security.    The  Blue  Mountains 
LETSystem has continued to expand through the activities of the system’s 
Development Team.  New initiatives have included seeking funding for the 
salary  of  a  development  worker,  designing  a  business  package  aimed  at 
increasing the LETS participation of general businesses, and cooperating 
with the Sydney City Mission in supporting job training of the long-term 
unemployed and developing new economic activities for the area.  In these 
training  schemes,  local  currency  supplements  unemployment  benefits  for 
participants. 
The  long-term  vision  of  the  founders  of  the  Blue  Mountains 
LETSystem is to see LETS develop as an integral part of the local economy 
of the area.  The system is seen to be providing a structure which enables 
people  to  relate  in  a  cooperative  way,  stimulates  new  ecologically   360 
responsible  initiatives  and  promotes  both  the  community  and  the 
environment through ‘liberating individual creativity’ (Seaton, 1994). 
An important aspect of the success of the Blue Mountains LETSystem 
is the involvement of local business.  Michael Linton (1993:27) says that 
until  there  is  effective  participation  by  businesses  the  potential  of  the 
systems will not be reached.  Until it is possible to meet regular needs such 
as  clothes  and  groceries  and  occasional  needs,  such  as  car  repairs  and 
dental treatment through the system, LETS will remain a ‘small, informal, 
over-the-fence neighbour to neighbour approach’ that will not significantly 
change the lives of most people.  
He says that there is no doubt that LETS works in the commercial 
medium  just  as  effectively  as  it  does  for  individuals.  Once  stores, 
supermarkets, theatres and local taxis are all involved in LETS to some 
extent,119  he  said,  local  money  could  become  a  ‘tangible,  substantial 
currency’,  and  any  business  operating  locally  would  find  that  they  could 
earn  and  spend  green  dollars  as  an  additional  currency  to  add  to  their 
income (1993:28).  Linton, somewhat optimistically, predicted that by the 
end of the century, some thirty to fifty per-cent of all transactions could take 
place through LETSystems.120 
                                                 
119 Traders can vary the proportion of local currency they accept; some allow only a small 
percentage of an account to be paid in LETS, others operate on a 50/50 basis, while yet 
others trade 100% in local money. 
 
120 Comment made during discussion about LETS with Phillip Adams on “Late Night Live”, 
ABC Radio (National Radio), October 13, 1992. 
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LETS and Permaculture 
As Michael Linton has pointed out, permaculture and LETS form a natural 
partnership.  Permaculture members involved in primary production need 
an  outlet  for  their  produce,  and  the  availability  of  organically  produced 
basic foods allows other members of LETSystems to eat well at less cost and 
care for the environment at the same time.  Even if permaculture members 
produce only for their own consumption, the existence of an active trading 
network facilitates the distribution of surplus produce.   
For example, a local market would have been very helpful to me in 
early  1994  when  a  mulched  and  manured  vegetable  garden  bed 
unexpectedly produced dozens of field mushrooms in several flushes over a 
three-month  period.    Over  fifteen  kilograms  of  mushrooms  was  far  more 
than one family could eat, and they were too good to waste, so consumers 
had to be found.  The process of harvesting, packing, locating receivers and 
delivering  mushrooms  to  friends  and  neighbours,  took  considerable  time 
and energy, which could have been reduced if a local trading network had 
been available.121 
The permaculture principle that ‘each element in a system must have 
more  than  one  function’,122  can  be  applied  to  social  aspects  too.    For 
example,  in  a  LETSystem,  exchanges  permit  the  satisfaction  of  needs, 
                                                 
121 Reported in PAWA Newsletter, Vol. 16, No. 2, March, 1994, p.16-17, under the title, 
“Abundant Surprises from Permaculture”. 
 
122For example, ‘a pond can be used for irrigation, watering livestock, aquatic crop, and fire 
control.  It is also a habitat for waterfowl, a fish farm, and a light reflector’ during winter 
(Mollison, 1991:6). 
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promote economic activity and foster community relations.  On the other 
hand, the principle that each function in the system must be met by many 
elements (Mollison 1991:8) is partly fulfilled by LETS serving the economic 
function in society in addition to the market economy.  This ‘redundancy’, 
which  occurs  in  all  natural  systems,  confers  a  resilience  which  works  to 
sustain  the  system  under  adverse  conditions.    An  alternative  economy 
would  facilitate  the  needs  of  the  population  during  times  of  market 
downturn  and  would  inject  a  measure  of  elasticity  into  the  market-
dominated  economic  system.    It  would  help  prevent  destructive 
environmental  activities  and  desperate  personal  behaviour  when  times 
were bad. 
LETS and Sustainability 
An important aspect of LETSystems is the facilitation of part-time work, as 
the Blue Mountains report showed.  Since unemployment will continue to 
be  a  problem  in  industrialised  countries  and  is  likely  to  increase,  any 
system that makes it possible to share the available work around ought to 
be promoted by the authorities.  The advantage of LETS is that people can 
feel confident of meeting their needs on the reduced income which part-time 
work would entail.  H.C. Coombs believed that one way to enhance the lives 
of the most vulnerable in our community was to increase the non-market 
components in individual and community life.     363 
He recalled the backyard chooks123 and vegetables which helped the 
working poor of earlier years to eke out a living, and thought these patterns 
of behaviour needed to be encouraged to deal with the ‘return of scarcity’.124  
LETSystems are a way of making these lifestyles possible, i.e. local money 
helps to break down the radical monopoly which the market economy has in 
relation  to  earning  a  living.    John  Young  (1991:171)  advocated  a  partial 
physical withdrawal from the consumer economy for this reason.  He said 
doing so was an effective way for many people to raise their standard of 
living, while at the same time increasing the ‘useful employment’ of these 
people at the local level through the exchange of goods and services.  
An  invigorated  local  economy  would  enable  those  who  were 
unemployed, especially the long-term unemployed, and unpaid workers, to 
engage in exchange activities where value was placed on their labour and 
skills.    This  would  raise  their  self-esteem  and  sense  of  self-worth  which 
doctors say is essential if their high levels of stress-related illness are to be 
lowered.125  Local work through an exchange network would be an effective 
way of doing this.   
                                                 
123 Australian idiom for chickens. 
 
124 C o m m e n t s  m a d e  b y  C o o m b s  d u r i n g  a  d i s c u s s i o n  a b o u t  u n e m p l o y m e n t  p o l i c i e s  w i t h  
Ramona Covall on ABC (National) Radio, “Drive” session 4:30 pm - 6 pm, May 4, 1994. 
 
125 From a newspaper article entitled, “Don’t knock jobless: AMA”, The West Australian, 
(1995), Feb 6:24.  
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Young mothers, too, would benefit from the interaction provided by an 
exchange  network.    They  are  often  socially  isolated  and  can  become 
depressed through lack of the personal support offered by extended family 
and long-term friends.126  An exchange system is a sensible way of providing 
individuals with the means to create personal ties with people of all ages 
and  both  sexes.    The  pragmatic  business  of  organising  a  mutually 
acceptable transaction gives the parties a reason for contact and facilitates 
interaction  by  providing  a  focus  for  conversation.    The  whole  procedure 
serves to repair and strengthen the social fabric of society. 
In conclusion, LETS is a mechanism which ‘operates on consensus and 
convivial  arrangements’  (Linton  1993:29);  unlike  conventional  money, 
‘personal money is convivial money, supporting generosity, the growth of 
trust,  mutual  respect  and  love’  (Linton,  1989:3).    It  has  the  potential  to 
provide some balance to our economic system by providing a mechanism to 
revitalise  the  reciprocal  economy.    One  could  imagine  some  low-income 
earners relying almost solely on the reciprocal economy to meet their needs, 
and others, working long hours in highly paid professional occupations, only 
patronising the market economy.  The rest of us might be somewhere in 
between, varying the proportion of activity in each economy depending on 
available time, paid work hours and personal circumstances.  In effect, we 
                                                 
126 In an article called, “The System Stinks” on page 4 of the YOU section of The West 
Australian, March 22, 1995, a young mother gives a personal account of the difficulties 
experienced by women in her position in our society.  She outlined how social isolation and 
the undervaluing of the work of motherhood in comparison to paid work can render the 
continuous demands of childcare unbearable, with repercussions for the whole family. 
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would have a dual economy (in addition to the public provision of services 
through the distributive economy), which would complement the relations of 
dual citizenship spoken of earlier.  The reciprocal economy would be the 
locus  of  most  personal  exchanges  at  the  local  level,  while  the  market 
economy would link us to world markets and facilitate trade in areas of 
significant foreign input. 
Spin-offs of a vibrant reciprocal economy are many.  We could expect to 
see  increased  social  cohesion,  a  sense  of  community,  a  buffer  against 
economic  recession  and  the  turbulence  of  external  money  markets,  a 
blurring  of  the  boundaries  between  work  and  leisure  leading  to  more 
integrated  lives  and  an  increase  in  social  equity.    These  social  benefits 
would  mean  there  was  less  excuse  for  governments  to  allow 
environmentally  damaging  economic  projects  to  proceed,  on  the  dubious 
premise  that  more  jobs  would  be  created.    Above  all,  it  would  provide  a 
means for local collaboration in the healing and repair of past damage to the 
earth. 
 PART VI 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS   367 
Summary and Conclusions 
This study began with the serious problems we now face because the scale 
of  human  activity  has  become  too  great  for  the  planet.    These  problems 
include  climate  change,  ozone  depletion,  deforestation,  species  extinction, 
land degradation, loss of fertile soil, atmospheric and land pollution, and the 
persistence  in  the  environment  of  hormone  disruptor  chemicals.    These 
symptoms of dis-ease are the result of increasing pressure on the planet’s 
life-support systems.  The stress on environmental resources has led to a 
corresponding deterioration in the social fabric of human society. 
  Population  increase  was  seen  as  one  source  of  the  problem,  but 
research  has  shown  that  over-consumption  of  resources  by  people  in 
wealthy  countries  such  as  Australia,  has  an  even  greater  impact.    Mass 
consumerism and particularly demanding lifestyles in these countries are 
supported and encouraged by governments committed to economic growth 
at all costs.   
  However,  widespread  interest  in  environmental  matters  suggests 
that  many  people  are  concerned  about  the  direction  of  society  and  are 
looking for ways to effect the necessary changes in it to achieve ecological 
sustainability.  Because there is a reciprocal relationship between personal 
behaviour  and  social  structure,  it  is  clear  that  we  have  some  way  to  go 
before the ground-swell of popular support for change reaches the point – 
hundredth monkey style – where new ways of relating to the environment 
and each other, based on new attitudes and values will become the norm.     368 
  In  the  meantime,  the  more  we  understand  about  the  factors 
responsible for promoting changes in behaviour, the better we can support 
the process of change.  However, a topic as broad as the lifestyles of people 
in  industrialised  society  and  their  modification  in  the  direction  of 
sustainability,  posed  a  few  problems  for  a  practical,  empirical  study.  
Methodologically, this required that the issues be narrowed down to a point 
at which they could be studied in a comprehensive fashion.   
 
  This  is  where  the  case  study,  as  a  technique,  is  an  ideal  way  of 
focussing the issues.  However, the particular case adopted must be chosen 
carefully  because  of  its  function  in  addressing  wider  issues.    The 
Permaculture Association of Western Australia (PAWA) was my choice as 
the case subject because it fitted the aims of the study and its own reason 
for existence was to promote sustainable ways of living.  Moreover, I found 
that the educational programmes and practical projects of the Association 
demonstrated an admirable unity of theory and practice, while at the same 
time effecting convivial relations among adherents.   
 
  PAWA provided a focal point from which to examine the factors that 
promoted  desirable  behaviour  in  modern  society,  particularly  in  urban 
areas.    In  addition,  because  the  demographic  characteristics  of  the 
membership were statistically similar to the rest of the Western Australian 
population  in  most  respects,  the  attitudes  of  members  of  the  Association   369 
could be seen to reflect the responses we might expect from other people to 
the kinds of experiences which PAWA offers. 
  The  methods  used  in  my  research  approach  included  participant 
observation, the gathering of information from contemporary permaculture 
publications,  the  conduct  of  a  survey  of  PAWA  members,  and  extensive 
personal experience.  These varied forms of data collection and involvement 
were  effective  in  keeping  the  topic  ‘grounded’  and  realistic.    The 
generalisations and abstractions drawn from this study are the result of a 
personal  relationship  with  the  data.    Extrapolations  from  the  particular 
circumstances of the study site to wider society are intended to demonstrate 
logical  relationships  between  certain  experiences  and  the  development  of 
appropriate attitudes and values.  Whether the conclusions are plausible or 
not  is  open  to  judgment,  bearing  in  mind  that  this  study  is  but  a  small 
contribution to our understanding of a very large problem.127  My research 
represents ‘situated knowledge’ in that it portrays what I saw, from where I 
stood, being who I am.  In this respect, my conclusions present a partial 
view  of  reality.    However,  to  the  extent  that  my  position  is  not  notably 
different from that of many others, I believe my conclusions are realistic 
and valid. 
                                                 
127 M y  a p p r o a c h  t o  e v a l u a t i o n  i s  s u p p o r t e d  b y  R i c h a r d  S e n n e t t ,  w h o  a r g u e s  t h a t  i n  
qualitative studies, plausible interpretation is the equivalent of ‘proof’.  This means that 
the  demonstration  of  logical  connections  between  descriptions  of  concrete  phenomena 
constitutes plausibility, regardless of alternative explanations which others may advance 
for a particular datum.  He says the reality of contradiction in research data obliges the 
researcher  to  make  judgments  about  the  meaning  of  the  social  phenomena,  and  these 
judgments provide the basis for the logical connections drawn (Sennett, 1974:43).   370 
 
Summary of the Role of Community 
 
The study approach produced a wealth of research material, and I began my 
analysis  noting  the  close  relationship  between  the  many  aspects  which 
encouraged  change  in  society.    I  observed  how  new  ideas  and  new 
experiences fostered the development of new attitudes that resulted in new 
values  and  the  desire  for  new  ways  of  living.    These  new  ideas  and 
experiences were attached to relationships, and when these relationships 
were varied, extensive, and satisfying, as they were in the permaculture 
community – and as they could be in wider society if we took the trouble to 
create conditions conducive to community interaction – significant changes 
could take place in modern industrial society.  Because of the importance of 
community influence on people’s ideas about appropriate living patterns, I 
devoted a whole section of my thesis to an investigation of this topic. 
  To begin with, I discussed community in terms of a broad inclusive 
unit, in which people interacted and felt they belonged, even though they 
did  not  always  have  face-to-face  relationships  with  everyone  in  the 
population.  Then I talked about the importance of the local neighbourhood 
in terms of the community experience that could be had there, and how this 
coloured attitudes toward more distant members of society.  The notion of 
twin-citizenship recognised the value of membership in two different, but 
equally important social units, and I observed that while a sense of abstract 
belonging to the larger unit was widespread, the sense of belonging at the   371 
local level had withered.  However, the study showed that it was here that 
experiences with other people were most effective in giving rise to a feeling 
of  common  cause,  and  I  concluded  that  it  was  in  this  area  that  efforts 
needed to be directed to improve the situation.   
  Guidelines  to  assist  this  task  were  developed  by  examining  the 
factors that facilitated community.  These were explored in relation to the 
responses  of  PAWA  members  to  a  survey  question  on  the  topic.    The 
importance  of  local  community  was  highlighted  in  the  choices  that 
respondents  made  about  the  features  they  would  like  in  their  ideal 
community.    It  was  concluded  that  PAWA  members  predominantly 
conceived of community as a relatively small group, consisting of people of 
all  ages,  with  varying  backgrounds,  who  had  been  known  for  differing 
periods of time.  They were willing to accept wide variations in economic 
circumstances, but wanted members of their community to live in the same 
neighbourhood or town, have regular but intermittent contact, and share 
general  everyday  issues.    They  were  content  to  cement  their  community 
with broad but recognised values, and they expected the outcome to be a 
sense of belonging, albeit variously comprehended by individuals. 
  What came through clearly in my analysis of their survey choices and 
comments  concerning  community,  was  the  overwhelming  importance  of 
regular interaction in the creation and maintenance of relationships.  This 
requirement was easier to meet at the local level than elsewhere.  It implied 
relatively small-scale units which were not common in our cities, except in   372 
work places and special interest groups where general everyday issues were 
not of central concern. 
  The difficulties that confront us when we try to foster community in 
urban settings do not only relate to the sheer number of people involved, 
but  to  the  way  we  have  organised  the  functioning  of  our  cities.  
Urbanisation  as  such  was  not  the  problem;  it  was  the  pattern  of 
urbanisation that presented difficulties because of the way city people were 
isolated from rural areas, and from their source of animal and plant foods.  
The  study  showed  that  regular  contact  with  nature  facilitated  the 
development of simpler values and down-to-earth satisfactions, and that the 
present organisation of urban life inhibited this.  PAWA’s response to this 
need  was  to  provide  appropriate  experiences  within  the  city  for  its 
predominantly urban membership.  In addition, networking was encouraged 
to  enable  members  to  maintain  contact  with  fellow  members  across  the 
different suburbs, as well as in rural areas.  This strategy overcame the 
problem  of  isolation  to  some  extent,  but  distance  made  it  difficult  to 
completely bridge the rural/urban divide. 
  The  study  made  it  clear  that  the  organisation  of  smaller  units 
facilitated  the  sharing  of  fundamental  concerns,  and  the  resulting 
interaction  allowed  relationships  to  develop,  and  common  values  and 
conventions to emerge.  People needed to see others regularly to feel close to 
them  and  to  be  concerned  about  their  welfare.    Responses  showed  that 
common activities that were of consequence in everyday living, were needed   373 
to provide a focus for interactions between people who would otherwise have 
little in common. 
  I  noted  however,  that  interaction  did  not  necessarily  ensure 
harmonious  relations  between  people;  what  it  did  provide  was  the 
possibility for relationships to develop at all.  In this respect, I observed that 
generalist organisations like PAWA played an important role in providing 
social settings that facilitated participation in cooperative endeavours. 
Summary of Processes which support Change 
During  my  investigation  of  the  processes  by  which  changes  are  brought 
about  through  community,  I  concluded  that  PAWA’s  contribution  was  a 
form of informal education which had the effect of integrating the diverse 
knowledges arising in everyday life.  I discussed the holistic and generalist 
nature  of  permaculture  education,  and  noted  that  the  passing  on  of 
permaculture skills helped to return practical knowledge to ordinary people, 
which specialisation had displaced.  The result of this was a renewed sense 
of  power  and  hopefulness,  expressed  in  a  palpable  enthusiasm  in  the 
permaculture community. 
  I  discussed  how  the  new  ideas  of  permaculture  were  modelled  by 
innovators  and  passed  on  through  interpersonal  networks  in  the 
Association.  I noted how individuals sought innovative ways of coping with 
new realities and new understandings in their lives, and observed how this 
capacity was increased in community settings through communication and 
interactive  learning.    In  addition,  the  community  environment  allowed   374 
individuals to indulge in play-acting as they tried out the new behaviours 
that were required for a more sustainable society. 
  I described how permaculture knowledge and skills were passed on 
through PAWA’s semi-formal courses, discussions at meetings, field visits 
and  local  group  activities.    In  addition,  I  noted  that  the  very  nature  of 
permaculture  as  a  conscious  design  process  that  evolved  according  to 
changing  circumstances,  evoked  an  active  enthusiastic  response  from 
people. 
  Permaculture’s  effectiveness  in  disseminating  new  ideas  was  then 
related to the need for the populations of industrialised nations to develop 
an ecological world-view.  A discussion about the construction of basic items 
in a permaculture system showed how a holistic way of thinking could be 
furthered by practical activities.  And a means of linking human needs with 
those of other elements into one single socio-natural system, was illustrated 
by the permaculture practice of using the smallest practicable area for food 
production, so as to maximise the extent of wilderness areas available to 
other species.   
  An important finding of the study was the impact of new experiences 
on  people’s  attitudes.    It  illustrated  the  power  which  new  ideas  had  to 
change people’s attitudes when they were combined with new experiences 
involving nature, natural processes, and cooperative endeavours with other 
people.    The  outcome  of  these  new  experiences  was  an  appreciation  of 
simpler,  less  consumption-oriented  lifestyles,  and  the  re-emergence  of 
spiritual  values.    Contact  with  nature  and  the  opportunity  to  share  the   375 
fruits of this contact with other people, was shown to be the source of great 
personal  satisfaction,  and  this  satisfaction  appeared  to  enhance  PAWA 
members’ sense of satisfaction with other areas of life as well.   
  The  study  discussed  how  members’  evolving  ecological  world-view 
could be transferred to other members of society and used to modify the 
social structure.  It was suggested that one way of doing this was to enhance 
existing  satisfactions  which  PAWA  members  shared  with  the  wider 
population.  For example, the general satisfaction with family life could be 
linked  more  closely  with  community  interaction  at  the  local  level,  to 
promote  the  kind  of  social  climate  required  to  win  support  for  more 
equitable social policies. 
  Forces operating in society that impeded the development of a more 
ecologically sustainable society were seen to include the prevailing attitude 
to time, and the dominance of paid work in patterns of time use.  At this 
point, this topic-driven study came to the unavoidable conclusion that new 
tools in the form of new economic institutions were needed to enable citizens 
to express their new world-view.   
  The  market  economy  was  then  placed  in  context  as  one  of  three 
different  economies  operating  in  the  economic  system,  along  with  the 
distributive economy and the reciprocal economy.  Despite the dominance of 
the market economy, the other economies continued to play an important 
role  in  people’s  lives.    Efforts  to  strengthen  the  role  of  these  economies 
would  provide  a  relatively  straightforward  means  of  ensuring  a  more 
balanced economic system.     376 
  With respect to the distributive economy, for example, an increase in 
the proportion of individual income derived from access to public goods and 
services  would  automatically  lead  to  greater  equality  of  income  between 
citizens.  And a formalised reciprocal economy would make it possible for 
many people to live well on limited incomes, and for others to accept the 
wage  cuts  which  shorter  working  hours  would  entail.128    The  reciprocal 
economy  could  be  developed  to  supplement  the  market  economy  and  to 
enable individuals to meet many of their needs in a convivial fashion.  The 
way it operated was discussed in relation to PermaLETS, and the potential 
contribution of such systems to society was examined.  Examples were given 
of economic innovations by permaculture enthusiasts in each of the three 
economies, but most attention was paid to the reciprocal economy. 
 
  It  was  concluded  that  the  many  benefits  of  a  vibrant  reciprocal 
economy  included  increased  social  cohesion,  and  a  lower  crime  rate.  
Flexibility  in  meeting  personal  and  national  goals  would  increase,  and 
would  provide  a  buffer  against  economic  recession  and  turbulence  in 
overseas markets.  Above all, it would return control of the economic system 
to working human beings, and allow the expression of new attitudes and 
values.  In this connection, we might also note that it was only those diners 
with the long spoons who realised the advantages of reciprocity, who were 
able to enjoy the heavenly banquet in the parable in the introduction! 
                                                 
128 Shorter working hours would be necessary if the available work was to be shared around 
more equitably. 
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Australia’s Role in Global Change 
Regarding the change to an ecologically sustainable world order, Ehrlich, 
Ehrlich  and  Daily  (1995:268)  believed  that  the  keys  to  starting  the 
transformation were held by relatively few countries.  Some populations, 
such  as  those  in  the  USA,  Japan,  Germany,  China  and  India,  had  that 
potential  because  of  their  size  and  economic  power.    Others,  such  as 
Canada, Costa Rica, Sweden and Australia, could affect the process through 
the power of example.  
  Closer  to  home,  Bellett  (1990:31)  also  expressed  optimism  about 
Australia’s ability to change in his article about values for the Fundamental 
Questions  Programme.    He  noted  that  our  national  advantages  included 
untamed wilderness areas which were of international importance; a high 
level  of  awareness  about  environmental  problems  and  involvement  in 
organisations  trying  to  deal  with  them;  the  biological  and  economic 
resources to respond to the challenge; and a collection of relatively equitable 
and  democratic  social  institutions.    These  advantages  imposed  a  special 
responsibility on our citizens, to the extent that it has been said that if the 
environment cause was lost in Australia, it would be lost everywhere.  
  Bellett’s  analysis  included  an  outline  of  the  kind  of  changes  in 
perception and behaviour that were needed to support appropriate policies. 
My study has gone one step further and identified the sort of experiences 
which lead to attitude and value change, as well as the economic procedures 
which  are  required  for  the  expression  of  environmentally  responsible 
behaviour.    In  detailing  PAWA’s  contribution  to  providing  these   378 
experiences, my study has focussed on that space between individual and 
group where personal idiosyncrasy becomes social norm.  It has illustrated 
how the environmentally-sensitive activities of one monkey (Bill Mollison) 
can  attract  imitators,  who  attract  more  imitators  (along  with  a  few 
detractors),  who  attract  more  imitators  .  .  .  until  the  number  of  people 
adopting the new behaviour increases to the point where it is accepted as 
the norm. 
Comparison with an earlier Social Transition 
In  conclusion,  there  are  some  interesting  parallels,  from  both  a 
methodological and a substantive point of view, between my study and one 
of  the  earliest  case  studies  in  the  anthropological  literature.    Everett 
Hughes’  classic  study  of  the  impact  of  industrialisation  on  rural  French 
Canada focussed on a single industrial town to show the adjustments which 
actually took place when industry came to a small French town.  He used 
the field data gathered by himself and his wife in the early decades of the 
twentieth century, to fill out the ‘gross and impressionistic picture of the 
growth of industry and towns in Quebec’ (1946:28).   
  Hughes evidently saw himself and his wife as observers rather than 
participants, as there are few references to interactions between them and 
the  local  people.    Their  observations  were  supplemented  by  quantitative 
measures such as population figures and growth rates from the provincial 
census,  and  additional  quantitative  material  gathered  locally.    These 
background data were used to set the study in context, while materials from 
observation were used to interpret the changes that the figures represented.    379 
These different methods provided a comprehensive picture of life in a small 
French Canadian town at that time. 
  In parallel fashion, my study uses both quantitative and qualitative 
data.  Information from various scientists was used to place the study in 
context at the ecological level, and this was supplemented by demographic 
data from the survey to give a background portrait of the study population 
and, by extension, of industrial society in Western Australia.  Data from 
participant observation and personal experience (in this respect, my study 
was  very  different  from  Hughes’  and  reflected  changes  in  understanding 
about  the  nature  of  scientific  ‘objectivity’)  were  used  to  interpret  the 
dimensions of the socio-natural problem and the kinds of experiences which 
encourage change.   
  In regard to the promotion of social change, while I expressly saw this 
as a reason for my study, Hughes apparently only sought to understand the 
changes  which  were  occurring  in  French  Canada  as  a  result  of 
industrialisation,  without  presuming  to  say  what  should  be  done  about 
them.    Fifty  years  on,  with  a  great  increase  in  world  population  and 
environmental  degradation  resulting  from  the  process  that  began  with 
industrialisation, the very survival of humanity depends on finding ways to 
repair this damage and prevent further damage.  One of the problems we 
face  is  the  need  to  change  the  attitudes  and  values  which  allowed  the 
industrial  revolution  to  proceed  without  due  regard  to  its  impact  on  the 
earth.    It  is  not  surprising  then,  that  my  study  actively  sought  to   380 
understand the factors which might lead to the adoption of an ecological 
world-view and the simpler styles of living which go with it. 
  It is ironic therefore, that aspects of the lifestyles which the rural 
French  Canadians  were  being  forced  to  abandon  for  economic  reasons  – 
frugal, self-sufficient, family-oriented lifestyles – are just those which we 
need to encourage, to reduce our collective impact on the planet.  Despite 
their homely lifestyles, however, the French Canadian farmers paid little 
attention to maintaining the fertility of their soil, Hughes found, although 
they  were  keen  to  follow  tradition  and  pass  the  farm  on  to  one  only 
descendent.    The  other  siblings,  who  were  growing  in  number  due  to 
increased fertility rates, were obliged to find work off the farm in the nearby 
industrial towns.   
  Hughes’ study also showed that family orientation did not necessarily 
mean  the  ability  to  work  with  others  on  matters  of  common  concern.  
Notwithstanding their common need of basic services, he found that newly-
arrived settlers on the fringes of towns were not particularly community-
minded  and  preferred  to  direct  their  energies  toward  caring  for  their 
individual  families  as  best  they  could,  rather  than  to  finding  collective 
solutions for the provision of services. 
  What  does  this  historical  comparison  have  to  say  about  our  own 
efforts  to  create  a  more  sustainable  society?    Simply  put,  it  shows  that 
human  beings  have  no  particular  instinct  for  appropriate  ways  to  live.  
Patterns  of  life  are  cultural  artefacts,  created  by  human  groups,  and   381 
expressed  according  to  the  dictates  of  environmental  circumstance  and 
prevailing economic institutions.  Conscious awareness is the factor which 
makes it possible for us to choose ways of living which allow us to respect 
the constraints of natural systems and which are appropriate for human 
needs.  Our awareness is increased by the study of other human groups and 
the effects of their ways of life on the environment and social structure.  
Then it is up to us to experiment with various ways of meeting our needs 
until we discover appropriate means of relating to the natural world and 
each other, which will result in attitudes, values, and practices compatible 
with long-term survival. 
Synergisms 
In order to end this study on a hopeful note, let me refer to the benefit of 
synergisms, in respect to our efforts to build a more sustainable world.  No 
matter which area we choose to focus on, we can feel confident that our 
personal contribution will be magnified, as it meshes with and supports the 
contributions of others.  This synergistic effect becomes apparent when we 
observe affairs from a holistic point of view.  Synergism is a term that comes 
from  biology  and  refers  to  the  process  where  the  combined  effect  of  a 
number  of  factors  is  greater  than  the  sum  of  their  individual  effects 
(Fontana  Dictionary  of  Modern  Thought,  1988:840).    In  dealing  with  our 
social and environmental problems, synergism is the opposite of the ‘vicious 
circle’.  Instead of leaving us bewildered and not knowing where to start, 
synergism promises that any contribution, even a mere change of attitude,   382 
will  augment  and  magnify  the  contributions  of  others,  as  we  all  work 
towards a more sustainable society.   
  Social activist, Barbara Brandt (1995:190/1), gives some examples of 
how this happens.  In agriculture, organic production reduces reliance on 
artificial fertilisers and chemical pesticides, cuts costs, uses natural wastes, 
restores the soil, improves the health of farm-workers and consumers, and 
helps protect clean water and other natural resources.  Another synergism 
results from shorter working hours.  When the work which really needs to 
be done is shared around, unemployed people can find paid work and others 
can enjoy more free time.  More time available for family and community 
life and time for personal re-creation means less stress and better health, 
with a concomitant reduction in the cost of health services.  
 
  Similarly, involvement in community money systems such as LETS 
helps to satisfy economic needs, gives a sense of belonging (which reduces 
social  alienation  and  crime),  enhances  practical  creativity  (which  gives  a 
sense of satisfaction and saves money), and improves personal security by 
linking  the  individual  with  a  network  of  supportive  neighbours.    In 
addition, Trainer (1985:274) points out that any move toward alternative 
economic approaches in the satisfaction of needs, will reinforce the values 
associated with them, because people will start to enjoy the more human-
centred approach and adopt behaviours which promote them.  
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What about Recommendations? 
The findings of this study certainly have implications for public policy, but 
it is not easy to make specific recommendations to any particular level of 
government,  since  a  variety  of  measures  could  achieve  similar  ends.  
Rather, the study results in a series of findings or principles, against which 
the particular policies of all levels of government could be appraised. 
  In  a  nutshell,  the  findings  were  that  a  sense  of  community  was 
created by the regular interaction of a group of people around activities of 
common  interest.    The  demands  of  sustainability  required  that  these 
activities pertain to the earth and its care, and the way it is used to satisfy 
everyday  needs.    The  demands  of  sustainability  also  implied  a  care  for 
people and the development of a convivial society in which interdependence 
and creative freedom was encouraged. 
  Another  important  finding  was  that  attitudes  and  values  were 
dependent  on  life  experiences  and,  when  these  needed  to  change,  it  was 
necessary  to  create  situations  which  exposed  people  to  new  experiences.  
The study showed how one organisation set about doing this. 
  Given  the  present  cynicism  about  government  and  politicians,  it 
would be unrealistic to expect social innovations initiated by government to 
be enthusiastically embraced.  It seems to me that these changes need to 
emanate from non-government organisations at the grass roots level, in the 
first instance.  Governments can best help by not impeding the development 
of  innovations  in  meeting  needs  and  solving  problems.    This  may  mean 
enacting  new  laws,  repealing  old  ones,  revising  regulations  and  perhaps   384 
subsidising  new  ventures  to  facilitate  their  adoption  when  they  must 
compete with existing but less desirable subsidised practices.129 
  All  of  these  measures  would  encourage  citizens  to  be  involved  in 
efforts  to  deal  with  modern  problems,  as  would  public  recognition  of  the 
importance  of  innovations  in  developing  a  society  which  is  socially  and 
ecologically sustainable. 
                                                 
129 F o r  e x a m p l e ,  r e n e w a b l e  e n e r g y  p l a n t s  c o u l d  b e c o m e  e c o n o m i c a l l y  c o m p e t i t i v e  i f  t h e  
energy market operated on a level playing field.  Alternative money systems would also 
require sympathetic appreciation from taxation officials to be successful.  
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Appendix 1   
Letter to PAWA members re Questionnaire 
 
12 Maquire Way 
BULL CREEK 6149 
August, 1993 
Dear PAWA member, 
 
I am writing to you to request your cooperation in providing some information for 
my  Master  of  Philosophy  studies  in  Sociology  at  Murdoch  University.    This 
questionnaire will provide data on the extent to which community groups such as 
PAWA are able to promote more sustainable lifestyles and the way in which this 
occurs.  Every response is important to enable me to ascertain the effect of PAWA 
activities with confidence.    
Please be reassured that your response is completely confidential.  You cannot be 
individually identified in the results.  Together with the responses of others, your 
details will be used to show general patterns in the lives of PAWA members. 
It is important that you read each question carefully and answer it as completely 
and  accurately  as  possible.    Any  criticisms o r  c o m m e n t s  t h a t  y o u  m a y  w i s h  t o  
make would be appreciated.  Space is provided at the end for this purpose. 
The  questionnaire  should  not  take  more  than  about  thirty  minutes  to  answer.  
When you have completed it, please enclose it in the reply-paid envelope and mail 
it to me as soon as possible, preferably within a week of receiving it.  Post the card 
stating that you have returned the questionnaire, separately at the same time.  
This will ensure your anonymity while at the same time giving me the information 
I need. 
Many thanks for your time and cooperation. 
Yours sincerely 
Heather Lamont 
Postgraduate student/PAWA member 
 
 
3 Rolland Court, 
Leeming, 6149 
Dear PAWA Member, 
Please give Heather your support.  Apart from assisting her with her studies, the 
information  you  provide  will  also  be  useful  to  the  Committee  in  planning 
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Appendix 2  
Copy of Questionnaire to PAWA members 
Questionnaire to PAWA members 
___________________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate your answers by circling numbers. 
 
1.  How long have you been a member of PAWA? 
1  less than one year 
2  1 - 2 years 
3  3 - 5 years 
4  5 years and over                 
 
2.  Circle the main reason why you joined the Association. 
1  to learn how to make a Permaculture garden 
2  to learn how to develop a Permaculture property 
3  to share with others the goal of a sustainable lifestyle 
4  to contribute to the emergence of a sustainable society 
5  to contribute to sustainability on a global basis 
6  Other (please give details) ...............................................................  
 
3.  Are other adult members of your household involved in PAWA activities? 
1  live alone 
2  no,    please go to question 3(a) 
3  yes,   please go to question 3(b) 
 
3 (a) If “no”, are they:  1   supportive 
    2    indifferent 
    3    disparaging 
3 (b) If “yes”, how many people? ...... 
 
4.  How frequently do you attend meetings in Maylands? 
1  regularly 
2  occasionally 
3  rarely 
4  never 
 
5.  If “rarely” or “never”, circle the main reason. 
1  too busy 
2  too far away 
3  can’t get out at night 
4   transport problems 
5  topics don’t interest me 
6  prefer local meetings 
7   don’t like going to any meetings 
8  Other (please give details) ...............................................................  
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6.  Do you belong to a local PAWA group?   
1  no,   please go to question 6(a) 
2  yes,   please go to question 7            
 
6a  If “no”, would you like to belong to a local group? 
1  no 
2  yes 
 
  Now please skip to question 12. 
 
7.  If “yes”, how long have you been a member of your local group? 
_ _ months    _ _ years 
 
8.  Circle the frequency of group meetings. 
1  irregularly 
2  weekly 
3  fortnightly 
4  monthly 
5  Other..................................................................................................  
 
 
9.  On average, how many members attend meetings/gatherings of 
the local group?   _ _  people (approx) 
 
 
10.  Circle all the activities of the group. 
1  formal meetings 
2  visiting each others gardens/properties 
3  demonstrations by members of useful skills 
4  joint activities on members’ properties, e.g. laying mulch, 
5  promotion of Permaculture, e.g. public stalls, demonstrations, 
6  exchange between members of the group, e.g. produce, equipment 
7  sharing transport to relevant functions 
8  LETS (Local Exchange Trading System) 
9  social events 
10  Other (please give details) ...............................................................  
 
 
11.  Circle  one  or  more  of  the  relationships  that  you  have 
experienced as a member of the local group. 
1  individual friendships 
2  satisfying interaction with people I wouldn’t normally mix with 
3  antagonistic interaction with others 
4   easygoing sharing of everyday issues 
5  playful group bantering 
6  Other (please give details) ...............................................................  
7   
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12.  Which  of  the  following  Permaculture  courses  have  you 
completed? 
1  haven’t done any 
2  Introduction to Permaculture 
3  Permaculture Certificate Course 
4  Diploma in Permaculture 
5  Other (please give details) ...............................................................  
 
13.   Are you currently working towards a Diploma in Permaculture 
(2 yrs work on selected subjects)?   
1  no       2  yes 
 
14.   Circle those items which are part of your life at present. 
 
1  herb garden  10  specially grown windbreaks 
2  mulched vegetable garden  11  aquaculture (fish, crustaceans) 
3  worm farm  12  efficient use of water 
4  compost heap  13  energy efficient housing 
5  tyre or other pond  14  LETS (local exchange system)  
6  fruit or nut trees  15  community gardens 
7  bantams, ducks, pigeons  16  town/country produce links 
8  animals, e.g. goats  17  ethical investment schemes 
9  bee hives  18  Other  
   
     
 
15.  Go over the items on Question 15 again and put a cross on the 
items which were part of your life before  PAWA membership.  
Example:   3  worm farm,  9  beehives   
 
16.  Circle the reason/s why you haven’t marked more of the items 
for No. 14. 
1  not enough time 
2  lack of money 
3  not enough information/skills/confidence 
4  would need help from others outside the household 
5  most of the items are not relevant to my situation 
6  happy with what I’ve achieved 
7  working on it but it takes time 
8  Other (please give details) ...............................................................  
 
17.  Circle 2 ways in which PAWA membership has helped you to 
make changes. 
1   by giving me new ideas 
2  by legitimating and encouraging my present interests and 
practices 
3  by providing ‘hands on’ learning opportunities 
4  by introducing me to other people who practice Permaculture 
5  by providing practical assistance in making changes 
6  Other (please give details) ...............................................................  
   392 
18.  Circle  the  average  frequency  of  personal  contact  with  other 
PAWA members outside your own household. 
1  daily  
2  several times a week 
3  weekly 
4  fortnightly 
5  monthly 
6  Other (please give details) ...............................................................  
 
19.  Circle  the  average  frequency  of  phone  or  electronic  contact 
with other PAWA members outside your own household. 
1  daily 
2  several times a week 
3  weekly 
4  fortnightly 
5  monthly 
6  Other  ................................................................................................  
 
20.  Circle the average amount of time you spend in your garden. 
1  none 
2  up to half an hour each day 
3  several hours each day 
4  about half a day each week 
5  about half a day a fortnight 
6  about half a day a month 
7  Other (please give details) ...............................................................  
 
21.  Circle  how  much  time  on  average  you  spend  tending 
Permaculture animals. 
                E.g. bantams, goats, etc. 
1  none 
2  up to half an hour each day 
3  several hours each day 
4  irregular attention 
5  Other (please give details) ...............................................................  
 
22.  Is this time spent tending plants and/or animals more or less 
than you would have spent before becoming a PAWA member?  
Please circle your choice on the scale. 
  1  2  3  4  5 
  much more  a little more  about the same  a little less  much less 
 
23.  The next thirteen questions are designed to measure the extent 
to  which  you  hold  each  of  the  following  values  or  attitudes.  
Each question is presented in the form of a general statement 
with  which  you  might  or  might  not  agree.    After  each 
statement there is a set of five possible responses ranging from 
strongly agree to strongly disagree.  Circle the number which 
most  closely  represents  your  general  feelings  about  the 
statement.    For  example,  if  you  strongly  agree  with  the   393 
following  statement,  you  would  circle  the  number  on  the 
extreme left as shown: 
 
 
  For example:  strongly 
agree 
agree  neutral  disagree  strongly 
disagree 
 
  If you want to exercise while gardening, 
don’t plan a no-dig garden. 
 
















(b)  Working with the soil gives me a 
meaningful link with the universe. 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(c)  I don’t need a lot of money to live well. 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(d)  Only retired people and others with 
plenty of time on their hands can  
indulge themselves in Permaculture 
activities. 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(e)  
 
Permaculture skills will help provide for 
my retirement. 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
 (f)   It is unrealistic to expect most people to 
be attracted to the Permaculture 
lifestyle. 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(g)  Exchanging goods and services provides 
a bond between me and other PAWA 
members. 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(h)  I really appreciate the opportunity of 
getting to know other PAWA members 
more fully through visits to their homes 
and properties. 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(i)  Most of the other clubs and associations I 
belong to don’t involve the home lives of 
members. 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(j)  Amongst the PAWA members I have  
some good friends, others I don’t know 
well and a few I don’t like much. 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(k)  I think we have created a good 
community in PAWA.  
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(l)  The sense of community we share in 
PAWA is very important to me. 
 
1  2  3  4  5  
(m)  These days I think of myself very much 
as a “Permaculture person”. 
 
1  2  3  4  5  
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24.  Circle  the  before  tax    income,  including  dependents’  income, 
that is received each week from all sources.  Please count in all 
income,  including  pensions,  educational  allowances,  family 
allowances,  worker’s  compensation,  wages,  salary,  overtime, 
rent  and  business  or  farm  income  (minus  expenses  of 
operation). 
 
  1  less than $58 per week  8  $482 - $577 per week 
    (i.e. $3,001 per year)    (i.e.$25,001 - $30,000 per year)  
 
  2  $58 - $96 per week   9  $578 - 673 per week 
    (i.e. $3,001 - $5,000per year)    (i.e.$30,001 - $35,000 per year) 
 
  3  $97 - $154 per week  10  $674 - $769 per week 
    (i.e. $5,001 - $8,000 per year)    (i.e. $35,001 - $40,000 per yr) 
 
  4  $155 - $230 per week  11  $770 - $961 per week 
    (i.e. $8,001 - $12,000 per year)    (i.e. $40,001 - $50,000 per yr) 
 
  5  $231 - $308 per week  12  $962 - $1154 per week 
    (i.e. $12,001 - $16,000 per year)    (i.e. $50,001 - $60,000 per yr) 
 
  6  $309 - $385 per week  13  $1155 - $1346 per week 
    (i.e. $16,001 - $20,000 per year)    (i.e. $60,001 - $70,000 per yr) 
 
  7  $386 - $481 per week  14  more than $1346 per week 
    (i.e. $20,001 - $25,000 per year)    (i.e. more than $70,000per yr) 
 
(Tables from Australian Bureau Statistics 1991 Census) 
 
25.  From a financial/material point of view, would you see yourself 
and/or household as:     
1  struggling 
2  just keeping your heads above water 
3  comfortable 
4  well off 
 
26.  Has  membership  in  PAWA  made  any  difference  to  your 
capacity to manage financially?  Please circle your choice. 
1  no difference 
2  a slight improvement 
3  a great improvement 
4  Other (please give details)  ........................................................................  
 
27.  Circle the choice which best describes what you plan to do in 
the future:  
1  spend more time growing things and tending animals 
2  retire to the country on a small property 
3  join/develop a Permaculture village in the country 
4  join/develop a Permaculture urban community 
5  develop a sustainable way of living 
6  spend more time on community activities 
7  become politically active in the promotion of a sustainable society 
8   continue much the same as at present 
9  Other (please give details)  ........................................................................    395 
 
28.  Characteristics of Community.  PAWA members are aware of 
the  importance  of  community,  but  individuals  have  different 
ideas about it.  Please circle the number in each category which 
most closely  describes your idea of community. 
 
(a)  Number of people 
1  5 - 10 people 
2  10 - 30 people 
3  120 - 200 people 
4  Other .................................................................................................  
 
(b)  Ages 
1  from infancy to old age 
2  limited range of age with some spread of years 
3  all roughly the same age  
4  Other .................................................................................................  
 
(c)  Context 
1  extended family network 
2  participants share a common history 
3  backgrounds mixed as to race and ethnicity 
4  Other .................................................................................................  
 
(d)  Relationship 
1  related by blood or marriage 
2  known over a long period of time 
3  known over shorter periods of time 
4  Other .................................................................................................  
 
 
(e)  Location 
1  live in same neighbourhood or town 
2  in various locations in W.A. 
3  located here and elsewhere 
4  Other .................................................................................................  
 
(f)  Interests 
1  share domestic concerns 
2  share general everyday issues 
3  occupational or specialised focus 
4  Other .................................................................................................  
 
(g)  Economics 
1  roughly the same income level 
2  fairly limited variation in economic circumstances 
3  wide variation in economic circumstances 
4  Other .................................................................................................  
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(h)  Personal Contact 
1  regular daily contact 
2  regular but intermittent contact 
3  rarely meet but linked by common aims and practices 
4  Other .................................................................................................  
 
 
i)  Values 
1  roughly comparable values but rarely discussed 
2  broad values discussed and identified 
3  specific values regularly focussed on 
4  Other .................................................................................................  
 
 
(j)  Sense of Belonging 
1  abstract level of identification 
2  belonging to group is important but ‘taken for granted’ 
3  belonging to group is part of self-identity 
4  Other .................................................................................................  
 
 
29.  Circle the best  thing about community life.   
1  social interaction 
2  emotional support 
3  practical help 
4  sense of belonging 
5  Other (please state)  .........................................................................  
 
 
30.  Circle the worst  thing about community life.   
1  lack of privacy 
2  gossip 
3  arguments 
4  politicing 
5  rules and regulations 
6  Other (please state)  .........................................................................  
 
 
31.  Do you experience PAWA as a community?  Circle your answer.    
1  no      2  yes 
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32.  Circle one or more of the following items which have occurred 
for you since you joined PAWA. 
 
1  started/resumed gardening 
2  increased re-using and recycling 
3  learnt how to sheet mulch 
4  discovered the value of earthworms 
5  found “making do” more satisfying than expected 
6  been actively involved in the exchange of goods and services with  
other PAWA members    
7  began/increased using public transport 
8  cycled or walked instead of using the car 
9  decreased my energy use 
10  decreased my water consumption 
11  become more involved in the local community 
12  become (more) involved in local politics 
13  Other (please specify)  ......................................................................  
 
 
33.  The next two questions are designed to measure your level of 
satisfaction with different aspects of your life.  For each of the 
categories  listed,  there  is  a  set  of  five  possible  responses, 
ranging from very satisfying to not very satisfying.  Circle the 
number  which  most  closely  represents  your  general  feelings 
about that aspect of your life. 
 
    very 
satisfying 




not at all 
satisfying 
    1  2  3  4  5 
 
(1)  Work time: income earning 
activities 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(2)  Maintenance of household 
(washing, cooking, cleaning, 
home maintenance) 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(3)  ‘Family’ time (children, 
household members, relatives) 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(4)  Recreation/hobbies 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(5)  Working with or appreciating 
earth/plants/animals 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(6)   Sharing with others what you 
and they have 
experienced/learnt/practiced 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
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34.  Now  I  would  like  you  to  think  back  to  6  months  before  you 
became involved with PAWA.  What would your responses to 
these  questions  have  been  then?    Please  circle  your  past 
satisfaction with each category listed. 
 
 
    very 
satisfying 




not at all 
satisfying 
    1  2  3  4  5 
 
(1)  Work time: income earning 
activities 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(2)  Maintenance of household 
(washing, cooking, cleaning, 
home maintenance) 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(3)  ‘Family’ time (children, household 
members, relatives) 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(4)  Recreation/hobbies 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(5)  Working with or appreciating 
earth/plants/animals 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
(6)   Sharing with others what you 
and they have 
experienced/learnt/practiced 
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Demographic Details:  Please circle the relevant numbers 
 
1.  Sex:       1   male        2  female 
 
2.  Age: _ _ 
 
3.   Location:  ................................................................  _ _ _ _  
                                                  suburb or town                                    postcode 
 
4.  Country of birth:  1  Australia 
    2  Other ..........................................  _ _ _ _ 
  name of country  year of arrival 
 
5.  Marital status: 
1  single 
2  separated or divorced 
3  married  
4  defacto relationship 
5  widowed 
7.  Children:    7(a) Ages 
  0   none 
  1   one      _ _ 
  2   two      _ _  _ _ 
  3   three      _ _  _ _  _ _ 
  4   four or more    _ _  _ _  _ _  _ _  _ _  _ _ 
 
8.  Residential situation: 
1  living alone 
2  living with partner 
3  living with family 
4  group living 
5  Other (please specify)  ......................................................................  
 
9.  Access  to  Land.    Circle  the  number/s  that  describe  your 
situation and indicate the size of each block. 
 
    Land          hectares/acres 
              av. 1/4 acre = < 0.1 hectare 
  1   owned and occupied        _ _ _ _ _ _ 
  2   rented and occupied        _ _ _ _ _ _ 
  3   have access to other land: 
    (a)   community land      _ _ _ _ _ _ 
    (b)   own land but don’t occupy    _ _ _ _ _ _ 
    (c)   own land occupied by others    _ _ _ _ _ _ 
    (d)   other (please specify)     _ _ _ _ _ _ 
 
  ................................................................................................. 
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10.  Religion.    With  respect  to  religious  beliefs,  do  you  consider 
yourself: 
1  Traditional  .......................................................................................  
2  Non-traditional  ................................................................................  
3   New age ............................................................................................  
4  Other .................................................................................................  
            (please give details) 
 
11.  Politics.  Which political party did you vote for at the last state 
elections?   Please circle first and second preferences. 
 
First Preference  11a  Second Preference 
  1  Liberal  1  Liberal 
  2  Labour  2  Labour 
  3  National   3  National 
  4  Democrats  4  Democrats 
  5  Greens  5  Greens 
  6  Other (please specify)   6  Other (please specify) 
    ..................................................            
  7  Voted informally  7  Voted informally 
 
12.  Circle  the  statement  that  best  describes  your  view  of  the 
Greens. 
1  reasonably effective in limiting environmental degradation 
2  important in raising environmental awareness 
3  genuinely concerned about the environment 
4  a protest forum for disaffected individuals 
5  a threat to economic development and employment 
6  too extreme to support 
7  Other 
 
13.  Circle the age at which you left primary or secondary school. 
1  14 years or younger 
2  15 years 
3  16 years 
4  17 years 
5  18 years or older 
   
14.  Qualifications.    Circle  all  relevant  numbers  and  write  the 
name  of  your  qualification/s,  e.g.  Agriculture  degree, 
Registered nurse, Bricklaying certificate, etc. 
 
1  Tafe certificate  .................................................................................  
2  Diploma   ...........................................................................................  
3  Bachelor’s Degree .............................................................................  
4  Master’s Degree  ...............................................................................  
5  Doctor’s Degree  ................................................................................  
6  Self-taught through life experience  ................................................  
7  Other .................................................................................................  
15.  Occupation.  What is your occupation? .................................................    401 
 
16.  Circle  your  major  activity.    If  more  than  one,  rank  them  1-3 
according to time spent. 
1  paid or income producing work 
2  voluntary work 
3  home duties 
4  seeking work/skills training 
5  student 
6  Other .................................................................................................  
 
17.  Do you have rural experience?        1  no       2  yes 
  If “yes”, how was this gained? 
1  living on a farm 
2  living in a country town or village 
3  living on a station property 
4  living in a remote location 

























THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THIS SURVEY. 
 
Please  return  this  completed  questionnaire  in  the  reply-paid  envelope 
supplied.  Mail the card stating that you have returned the Questionnaire 
at the same time.  Thank you for your time.   402 
Appendix 3   
Characteristics of Study Sample  
(Tables constructed from survey responses to demographic questions) 
Table (1)  Location of metropolitan PAWA members 
(Statistical Areas used are those defined by the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics) 
 
Local government area 









Metropolitan      
10  6 




26  15 
Kalamunda (5)       
Belmont (2)       




25  15 
Armadale (10)       
Serpentine/Jarrahdale (4)       




7  4 
Rockingham (2)       
Bassendean (8)       
Bayswater (2)       
Claremont (1)       
Cottesloe (1)       
East Fremantle (1)       




100  60 
Mosman Park (1)       
Nedlands (4)       
Perth (25)       
South Perth (5)       
Stirling (29)       




     168  100 
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Managers and Administrators (including 
supervisors and farmers) 
   21     10 
Professionals (includes teachers, business 
professionals, artists, etc) 
   65     32 
Para-professionals (includes technical 
officers, nurses, etc) 
   18       9 
Tradespersons (incl.  building, vehicle, food 
tradespersons, dressmakers, perma-
culturists,  etc) 
   22     11 
Clerks (includes data processing, 
receptionists, etc) 
   12       6 
Salespersons & Personal Service 
Workers (incl. insurance, cashiers etc) 
     5       2 
Plant & Machine Operators & Drivers 
(incl. road transport drivers, mulchers, etc)       4       2 
Labourers & related workers (trade and 
agriculture assistants, cleaners, etc) 
     8       4 
Retired persons     12       6 
Unemployed       7       3 
Home duties     22     11 
Student       6       3 
Total   202         100 
no answer     13   
   215   
 
Note:  categories taken from Australian Bureau Statistics publication,  
“The Labour Force Australia”, May 1993.   404 
Table (3)  Income of PAWA members 
Respondents were presented with the following instruction: Circle the before tax 
income, including dependents’ income, that is received each week from all sources.  
Please  count  in  all  income,  including  pensions,  educational  allowances,  family 
allowances, worker’ compensation, wages, salary, overtime, rent and business or 
farm income (minus expenses of operation).  The income tables given were from the 






< $58 per week 
(i.e. $3,001 per year) 
        1 
 
$58 - $96 per week 
(i.e. 3,001 - $5,000 per year) 
        4       2 
$97 - $154 per week 
(i.e. $5,001 - $8,000 per year) 
       15       7 
$155 - $230 per week 
(i.e. $8,001 - $12,000 per year) 
       13       6 
$231 - $308 per week  
(i.e. $12,001 - $16,000 per year) 
       12       6 
$309 - $385 per week 
(i.e. $16,001 - $20,000 per year) 
       19       9 
$386 - $481 per week 
(i.e. $20,001 - $25,000 per year) 
       17       8 
$482 - $577 per week 
(i.e. $25,001 - $30,000 per year) 
       11       5 
$578 - $673 per week 
(i.e. $30,001 - $35,000 per year) 
       17       8 
$674 - $769 per week 
(i.e. $35,001 - $40,000 per year) 
       18       9 
$770 - $961 per week 
(i.e. $40,001 - $50,000 per year 
       17       8 
$962 - $1154 per week 
(i.e. $50,001 - $60,000 per year) 
       32     16 
$1155 - $1346 per week 
(i.e. $60,001 - $70,000 per year) 
       13       6 
> $1346 per week 
(i.e. more than $70,000 per year) 
       17      8 
Total      206         100 
no answer         9   
       215   
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Spend more time growing things and 
tending animals 
   17     8.0 
Retire to the country on a small property    19     9.0 
Join/develop a Permaculture village in the 
country 
    8      4.0 
Join/develop a Permaculture urban 
community 
    3     1.0 
Develop a sustainable way of living     75    35.0 
Spend more time on community activities 
    6      3.0 
Become politically active in the promotion of 
a sustainable society 
     6      3.0 
Continue much the same as at present      31     15.0 
‘Other’      15       7.0 
More than one choice      33     15.0 
Total   213   100.0% 
no answer       2   
    215   
 
Some fifteen per cent of respondents found it impossible to choose just one future 
option.  Some people wrote that they wanted to select - and others did, all of the 
choices, and of these ‘more than one choice’  more than 80% selected ‘to develop a 
sustainable way of life’ as one of their choices.  Other popular choices with this 
group were: ‘to spend more time growing things and tending animals’ (half the 
group chose this) and ‘to spend more time on community activities’ (one-third of 
the group chose this).  
Respondents who chose ‘other’ (7%) gave individualised accounts of their plans but 
they could be classified into four categories with roughly equal numbers in each.  
As  follows,  the  categories  were:  to  develop  a  sustainable  lifestyle,  to  develop  a 
permaculture business, the promotion of permaculture and ‘don’t know’. 
 






less than one year    76    35 
1 - 2 years    85    40 
3 - 5 years    37    17 
5 years and over    17      8 
Total  215  100 
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Table (6)  How PAWA members gained rural experience 
 





Living on a farm     72     59 
Living in a country town or village 
   35     28 
Through employment in rural 
pursuits 
   10       8 
Living in a remote location-station 
property 
     6       5 
Total   123           100 
no answer     10   
no rural experience     82   
   215   
NB Of those who gained their experience through employment in rural pursuits, 
half of these people worked on farms in their youth, often for quite short periods, 
while others worked on hobby farms at a later stage.  The remainder mentioned 
employment  as  shearers,  horse  stud  workers  and  with  the  Department  of 
Agriculture.  About one-quarter of those whose experience was gained living on a 
farm, also spent time living in a country town or village, and many of them had 
worked at a variety of rural pursuits as well. 
Table (7)  Land owned and occupied by PAWA members 
 
Amount of land  






< .08                         < 1/5     15       9  standard 
block 
.08 - 0.1                  1/5-1/4     77     47     56 
0.1 - 0.2                  1/3-1/2     10       6   
0.21 - 0.4                1/2-1     13       8     14 
0.41 - 0.8                1-2       5       3   
0.81 - 1.2                2-3       1       1     13 
1.21 - 2.0                3-5     14       9   
2.4 - 4.0                  6-10       7       4   
4.4 - 8.0                  11-20       7       4   
8.4 - 12                   21-30       3       2     13 
12.5 - 16.2             31-40       3       2   
16.5 - 20.2             41-50       2       1   
20.6 - 40.5             51-100       -       -   
40.9 - 81                101-200       2       1   
81.4 - 121.4          201-300       1       1        2 
121.8 - 202.3        301-500       -       -   
202.7 - 404.7        501-1000       -       -   
> 405                        > 1000       3       2       2      
Total   163  100          100 
No detail of amount of land       3     
Renting and access to other land     42     
no answer       7     
   215     
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Table (8)  Political Preferences of PAWA members (First 
preference) 
 







Greens    97  48 
Liberal   40  20 
Labor   36  18 
Democrat   11    5 
Natural Law Party     4     2 
National     1    - 
Call to Australia     1    - 
Independent     1    - 
Absent/can’t remember     4    2 
Not eligible to vote      6     3 
Total   201           98 
no answer     14   
   215   
 
 
Table (9)  Political Preferences of PAWA members (Second 
preference) 
 








Greens     58     31 
Democrat     49     26 
Labor     36     19 
National     17       9 
Liberal     13       7 
Independent       7      4 
Call to Australia       -      -  
Natural Law Party       -      - 
Absent/can’t remember       3       2 
Not eligible to vote       6       3 
Total   189           100 
no answer     26   
   215   
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Table (10)  How PAWA members view the Greens 
 




Reasonably effective in limiting environmental 
degradation 
   13       6 
Important in raising environmental awareness   135     66 
Genuinely concerned about the environment     34     17 
A protest forum for disaffected individuals       3   
A threat to economic development and 
employment 
     1   
Too extreme to support       -        - 
More than one choice       9       4 
‘Other’     11       5 
Total  206         100 
no answer       9   
   215   
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Appendix 4 
Characteristics of Community  
(Tables constructed from responses to Survey Question 28 (a) - (j) ) 
In order to obtain data from which to construct a typology of community, I asked 
respondents to go through a series of characteristics of community and choose one 
of  each  set  which  most  closely  described  their  idea  of  community  (see 
“Questionnaire to PAWA Members” at Appendix 2).  The complete set of responses 
are shown below.  Due to rounding, not all percentages in the tables add up to 
100%. 
 
Table (11)  Number of People in Community 
 
Number of People  Number of 
People 
Percentage 
5 - 10 people     21     10.0 
11 - 30 people     95     46.0 
31 - 100 people approx.       6       3.0 
120 - 200 people approx.     50     24.0 
201 - 500 people approx.     14       7.0 
Size doesn’t matter or 
variable 
   22     11.0 
Total  208  101.0% 
no answer      7   
   215   
 
Table (12)  Ages of People in Community 
 
Ages  Number of 
People 
Percentage 
From infancy to old age     186     90.0 
Limited range of age with some 
spread of years 
     16       8.0 
All roughly the same age         5       2.0 
Total    207  100.0% 
no answer         8   
     215   
   410 
Table (13)  Context of Community 
 
Context  Number of 
People 
Percentage 
Extended family  network     35     17.0 
Participants share a common 
history 
   30     15.0 
Backgrounds mixed as to race  
and ethnicity 
 124     61.0 
Not important as long as 
common interests, values and 
goals 
   15       7.0 
Total   204  100.0% 
no answer      11   
    215   
 
Table (14)  Relationships in Community 
 
Relationship  Number of 
People 
Percentage 
Related by blood or marriage       8       4.0 
Known over a long period of 
time 
   67     33.0 
Known over shorter periods of 
time 
   61     30.0 
Origin of relationships not 
important 
   66     33.0 
Total   202  100.0% 
no answer     13   
   215   
 
Table (15)  Location of Community 
 
Location  Number of 
People 
Percentage 
Live in same neighbourhood or 
town 
   129     64.0 
In various locations in W.A.       24     12.0 
Located here and elsewhere       50     25.0 
Total    203  100.0% 
no answer       12   
     215   
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Table (16)  Interests in Community 
 
Interests  Number of 
People 
Percentage 
Share domestic concerns      19       9.0 
Share general everyday issues    153     75.0 
Occupational or specialised focus      33     16.0 
Total   205    100.0% 
no answer      10   
    215   
 
Table (17)  Economics in Community 
 
Economics  Number of 
People 
Percentage 
Roughly the same income level     28     14.0 
Fairly limited variation in economic 
circumstances 
   51     25.0 
Wide variation in economic 
circumstances 
  122     60.0 
Depends on purpose of community       2       1.0 
Total   203  100.0% 
no answer           12   
         215   
 
Table (18)  Personal contact in Community 
 
Personal contact  Number of 
People 
Percentage 
Regular daily contact     23     11.0 
Regular but intermittent contact   141     69.0 
Rarely meet but linked by common 
aims and practices 
   34     17.0 
Depends on community       5       2.0 
Total  203      99.0% 
no answer     12   
   215   
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Roughly comparable values but rarely 
discussed     33     16.0 
Broad values discussed and identified   135     67.0 
Specific values regularly focussed on     30     15.0 
Combination of different value 
orientations       5       2.0 
Total   203    100.0% 
no answer      12   
    215   
 
Table (20)  Sense of belonging in Community 
 




Abstract level of identification     40     20.0 
Belonging to group is important but 
‘taken for granted’ 
   64     32.0 
Belonging to group is part of self-
identity 
   79     40.0 
‘Other’     17       9.0 
Total   200    101.0% 
no answer     15   
   215   
 
The  category  ‘other’ ( 9 % )  i n c l u d e s  6  p e o p l e  w h o  d i s c u s s e d  o t h e r  a s p e c t s  o f  
community, one person who noted that ‘a sense of belonging is important but not 
essential for everyone’ and five people who believed their sense of belonging would 
vary from group to group and to other factors such as a sense of belonging to land, 
etc.    Two  individuals  preferred  to  ‘belong  to  themselves’  and  another  person 
expressed  similar  sentiments  in  defining  their  sense  of  belonging  in  terms  of 
‘freedom to move within the group and wider community’.  Two respondents did 
not define what ‘other’ meant in their case. 
   413 







Social interaction     45     22.0 
Emotional support     11       5.0 
Practical help     43     21.0 
Sense of belonging     66     32.0 
‘Other’     11       5.0 
More than one choice     28     14.0 
Total  204    99.0% 
no answer     11   
   215   
 
More than three-quarters of those who answered this question managed to 
choose one best thing about community life.  Another 5% chose ‘other’ as their best 
thing.  Of these people, two opted for common goals and values, three saw it as 
facilitating  sustainable  (permaculture)  practices  and  the  remaining  five  people 
gave  highly  individualistic  answers.    Fourteen  per-cent  of  respondents  found  it 
impossible  to  make  just  one  choice;  more  than  half  of  these  people  circled  all 
possibilities and the rest varied in their selection of between two and four choices. 
 
Table (22)  The worst thing about Community Life 
 
Worst thing 




Lack of privacy     34     17.0 
Gossip     21     11.0 
Arguments     19     10.0 
Politicking     68     34.0 
Rules and regulations     19     10.0 
‘Other’     21     11.0 
More than one choice     16       8.0 
Total   198    101.0% 
no answer     17   
   215   
 
A large proportion of respondents (82%) chose one worst thing about community 
life.  Of  the  remainder,  11%  chose  ‘other.’  F o u r  o f  t h e s e  p e o p l e  d i d  n o t  b e l i e v e  
community could have the sort of problems listed, and the others wrote variously of 
apathy,  personal  difficulties  in  fitting  in  with  others,  frustration  over  trying  to 
achieve consensus in a group and the difficulty of creating a sense of community in 
wider society.  Eight per-cent of respondents circled more than one reason.  One-
third of these people obviously were not attracted to community life - they circled 
all five choices.  For the others, ‘gossip’ and ‘arguments’ loomed large.   414 
Table (23)  Household Involvement in PAWA Activities 
(adults) 
  Number of 
People 
Percentage 
live alone    27    13.0 
others in household involved  103    48.0 
no others involved    84    39.0 
Total  214  100.0% 
no answer      1   
  215   
 
Almost half of the respondents (48%) said more than one adult in their household 
was involved in PAWA.  Generally this meant two people.  Where a member was 
the  only  person  in  the  household  involved  (39%),  more  than  three-quarters 
reported support from others, while the rest said others were mostly indifferent.  A 
small number (13%) lived alone. 
Using these proportions  and  calculating  from  the  total  membership  which 
was about 800 at the time of the survey, it would appear that about 1200 adults 
are directly involved in permaculture through PAWA membership.  If we included 
the many children who are also involved, the number would be much greater. 
 
Table (24)  Reasons why 56% of members rarely or never attend 
meetings 
 
  Reasons why 56% of members 
rarely or never attend meetings 
Number of 
people  % 
Too busy    33    28 
Too far away    44    37 
Can’t get out at night      5      4 
Transport problems      3      3 
Prefer local meetings      5      4 
Don’t like going to any meetings 
    7      6 
‘Other’    10      8 
More than one choice    10      8 
Total  119  100  
NB  Of the 16% who gave ‘other’ reasons or a combination of reasons, half of these 
could be included under logistic problems or other priorities.  For the rest, the most 
frequent reason was baby-sitting problems and not finding the meetings sufficiently 
welcoming  (‘too  big  a  crowd  - o v e r w h e l m i n g ’ ,  ‘ d o n ’ t  k n o w  a n y o n e ’ ,  ‘ p eople  at 
meetings a bit cliquey’).   415 
Appendix 5   
Appendices for PART IV: The Processes by which  
Change is brought about through Community 
Table (25)  Permaculture items which are part of members’ lives at 
present 
Permaculture items  Number of people  % 
Herb garden     158     75 
Mulched vegetable garden     162     77 
Worm farm     119     57 
Compost heap     171     81 
Tyre or other pond       69     33 
Fruit or nut trees     153     73 
Poultry (bantams, ducks, pigeons etc)       80     38 
Animals, e.g. goats       26     12 
Bee hives       15       7 
Specially grown Windbreaks       61     29 
Aquaculture (fish, crustaceans)       31     15 
Efficient use of water     111     53 
Energy efficient housing       69     33 
LETS (Local Exchange Trading System)       45     21 
Community gardens       14       7 
Town/country produce links       13       6 
Ethical investment Schemes       14       7 
‘Other’       16       8 
NB Based on  responses from 210 people (including no answer - 3 people, no items - 2 
people) to survey Question 14. 






Herb garden    93     44 
Mulched vegetable garden    67     32 
Worm farm    36     17 
Compost heap  105     50 
Tyre or other pond    17       8 
Fruit or nut trees  100     48 
Poultry (bantams, ducks, pigeons etc)    45      21 
Animals, e.g. goats    21     10 
Bee hives    13       6 
Specially grown Windbreaks    20     10 
Aquaculture (fish, crustaceans)      8       4 
Efficient use of water    63     30 
Energy efficient housing    40     19 
LETS (Local Exchange Trading System)    10       5 
Community gardens      7       3 
Town/country produce links      7       3 
Ethical investment Schemes      6       3 
‘Other’      7       3 
NB Based  on  responses  from  210  people  (including  no  answer  - 3  p e o p l e ,  n o  i t e ms  - 2  
people) to survey Question 15.  ‘Other’ in both tables, includes designing, various gardens, 
alternative energy, organic farming and research).   416 
A number of respondents (12%) showed no difference in the number of items 
before  and  after  PAWA  membership.    But  the  specific  items  were  sometimes 
different, e.g. from bees to tyre pond.  Nearly a third (30%) had 4 or 5 items and 
another fifth (20%) had 1 or 2 items, while a smaller number (15%) had 5-7 items 
and a few (6%) had up to 12 items.  A few respondents (6%) also reported fewer 
items after PAWA membership than before.  Information provided indicates that 
this was generally due to changes in the size of property, a move to a retirement 
village or disruptions in personal relationships. 
 






Not enough time    71    33.0 
Lack of money    46    21.0 
Not enough information/skills, confidence    31    14.0 
Would need help from others outside the household    24    11.0 
Most of the items are not relevant to my situation    30    14.0 
Happy with what I’ve achieved    24    11.0 
Working on it but it takes time  125    58.0 
‘Other’    39    18.0 
 
N.B. Based on responses from 214 people (no answer - 1 person) 
Respondents could make more than one choice; percentages refer to the proportion 
of respondents selecting a particular reason. 
Although respondents were free to give as many reasons as they wished, almost 
half (104 people) gave only one and often this was the fact that they were ‘working 
on it but it takes time’ - suggesting a satisfying movement toward a goal.  The 
balance gave two or more reasons and their choices can be seen in the table.  Of the 
39 (18%) ‘other’ reasons given, nearly three-quarters of these related to property 
issues - respondents did not own their own property, were planning to move, had 
limited space, or were hampered by council regulations (2), while the remaining 
eleven people included personal items such as health and relationships. 
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  Number  %  Number  %  Number  % 
Paid Work    88   43.0    46   22.0   134   65.0 
Home Duties    23   11.0    29   14.0     52   25.0 
Student      4     2.0      4     2.0       8     4.0 
Seeking Work      2     1.0      3     1.0       5     2.0 
Voluntary Work      2     1.0      2     1.0       4     2.0 
‘Other’      3     1.0      -       -       3     1.0 
Total  122   59.0   84   40.0  206  99.0% 
no answer              9   
           215   
 
Summary:  As the table shows, almost sixty per-cent of respondents chose one 
major activity, while the remainder found their time more evenly divided between 
two or three activities and ranked them accordingly.  If we take each of the activity 
categories in turn we have the following picture: 
 
Paid or Income-producing Work:  The largest proportion 43% (88 people) gave 
this category as their single major activity; another 10% gave paid work as their 
major  activity  coupled w i t h  h o m e  d u t i e s  ( 1 1  p e o p l e )  o r  v o l u n t a r y  w o r k  ( 7  
people/3%) or studying (4 people/2%).  A further 10% listed income-producing as 
their primary activity, followed by home duties, as a secondary activity plus - in 
order of frequency - either studying, seeking work, voluntary work or developing a 
property.  Another six people coupled income-producing work with voluntary work 
plus home duties or studying and four more people used their out-of-work time 
mainly  seeking  work  or  skills  training  or  studying.    Finally,  four  people  (2%) 
gained their income from the land through hobby farms and a nut plantation and 
their  attempts  to  be  self-sufficient  in  a  sustainable  way.    In  summary, 65%  of 
respondents  consider  their  primary  activity  to  be  paid  or  income-
producing  work,  with  over  one-third  of  them  coupling  it  with  other 
important  activities  in  terms  of  time  spent.    The  most  common 
complementary activities listed were home duties and studying. 
 
Home Duties:  Twenty-three people (11%) listed home duties as their single major 
activity; another 11% coupled this activity with paid or income-producing work or 
voluntary work (slightly more for paid work).  A further six people (3%) combined 
home duties with studying, seeking work/skills training, retirement interests and 
some paid work.  In summary, one-quarter of respondents listed home duties 
as  their  major  or  primary  activity.    However,  more  than  half  of  them 
managed  to  combine  this  task  with  other  important  activities.    The   418 
biggest proportion listed paid work as their secondary activity, followed 
by voluntary work and studying.  Third choices varied widely. 
 
Student:  Only eight people (4%) listed student as their main or primary activity, 
with half of them coupling it with other activities such as paid work and home 
duties, voluntary work or designing systems. 
 
Seeking Work/Skills Training:  Only five people (2%) gave this as their major 
activity,  with  two  combining  it  with  the  secondary  activities  of  evangelising  or 
voluntary work plus home activities. 
 
Voluntary Work:  Only two respondents listed this as their single major activity, 
while another two coupled it with home duties and developing a property, giving a 
total of 2%. 
 
‘Other:’  Half of the respondents who originally selected ‘other’ for their single 
primary activity have been re-coded  into  existing  categories.    Of  the  remaining 
three  (1%),  two  people  were  engaged  in  retirement  activities  and  one  was 
recovering from injury on workers’ compensation. 
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strongly agree           69             33.0   
agree         109             51.0   
neutral           25             12.0   
disagree             7               3.0   
strongly disagree             2               1.0      
Total                212             100.0% 
no answer             3     
         215     
Table (30)  “Only retired people and others with plenty of time on 






strongly agree    5     2.0 
agree    8     4.0 
neutral  14     7.0 
disagree  94             44.0 
strongly disagree  94             44.0    
Total                   215    101.0% 
This statement was presented in the negative but that did not deter people from 
presenting their views and only 7% were neutral about it.  Unlike some questions, 
no one failed to respond to this statement. 
 
Table (31)  “It is unrealistic to expect most people to be attracted 







strongly agree                8             4.0 
agree              69           32.0 
neutral              49           23.0 
disagree              72           34.0 
strongly disagree              16             7.0    
Total         214         100.0% 
no answer       1   
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*Names and phone numbers have been deleted to protect the privacy of members. 
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